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Abstract
Increased focus on non-housing outcomes in the context of social housing in Canada continues.
However, that focus remains predicated on existing systems, for the most part designed in the
mid to late 1990s. To really support tenants of social housing, we need to create systems that
will put the people first. To that end, this dissertation asks the question of how best to design a
social housing system in Canada that facilitates and enhances tenant wellbeing. After providing
a review of the evolution of social housing policy in Canada, this dissertation then introduces a
definition for tenant wellbeing based on the Capability Approach, consisting of six domains:
self-determination, health, belonging, security (cultural, tenure, and financial), controlling one’s
space, and quality of life. This definition was then used in the analysis of the findings from
comparing the systems in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba based on
each respective system environment, boundary, system elements and their interconnections,
and system function. Those findings were supplemented by interviews with senior executives
working in each province. After identifying different parts of the existing systems that facilitate
or disempower tenant wellbeing, the dissertation outlines the principles based
recommendations to design a new social housing system focused on tenant wellbeing, and how
this idea may come to fruition in the current policy and regulatory environment.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In 2017, the federal government committed to ensuring all Canadians have access to
housing that is not only affordable but meets their needs, beginning first with those most
vulnerable (Government of Canada, 2018). With a $70+ billion investment over 10 years, the
federal government pledged to increase the supply of affordable homes, reduce homelessness,
and decrease the number of households in housing need (Government of Canada, n.d.), while
also creating livable and inclusive communities, recognising a right to housing, and adopting a
“whole-of-government” approach to align housing with other areas such as employment and
education (Government of Canada, n.d.). These commitments are accompanied by a mandate
that the principles of inclusion, participation, accountability, and non-discrimination inform all
housing policy (Government of Canada, 2018), with a specific focus on using community
housing as a tool to increase social and economic inclusion.
After years of policy and investment dormancy in social housing, these commitments are
welcome news. However, these commitments are building on systems designed over 20 years
ago, and without consideration that those systems may not facilitate many of the outcomes
sought, particularly for those living in social housing. Social housing provides deeply subsidized
housing for households with low to modest incomes and who are considered in core housing
need1. Furthermore, in spite of growing interest in non-housing (socio-economic) outcomes, as
seen in the commitments made by the federal government, these outcomes are often seen as a

1 According to the 2016 Census dictionary, “a household is said to be in 'core housing need' if its housing falls below

at least one of the adequacy, affordability or suitability standards and it would have to spend 30% or more of its
total before-tax income to pay the median rent of alternative local housing that is acceptable (meets all three housing
standards)” (Statistics Canada, 2019, n.p.). This definition does not apply to households living on farms, reserves or
where the household is led by a full-time student between the ages of 15 and 29 (Statistics Canada, 2019).

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

12

way to demonstrate the broader value of social housing beyond shelter (Buzzelli, 2009). Where
non-housing outcomes are focused on the lives of tenants, an underlying assumption of
individual responsibility for achieving success appears.
Liveable and inclusive communities do not just spontaneously occur, even with new
builds or general policy commitments to social inclusion. Nor do such communities transpire
solely out of the work by housing providers and tenants themselves, or by ensuring forms of
affordable housing are integrated across communities. Yet, government policy frameworks still
seem to hinge on these assumptions. Housing as a core need, as a social-determinant of health,
is accepted without question and safe, affordable and quality housing most certainly leads to
better overall health outcomes; however the pathways to health and other wellbeing related
outcomes such as feeling of belonging and security of home consist of much greater complexity
than a simple causal relationship with housing (Rolfe et al., 2020). This complexity requires a
different approach, recognising that housing is but one part of what impacts wellbeing, albeit a
major part. This dissertation introduces a different approach, not to build on identifying causal
relationships between social housing and wellbeing, but rather to understand that social housing
serves as a facilitator for the more comprehensive concept of tenant wellbeing, and
demonstrates how social housing can be designed for that purpose.

Research Question
Wellbeing2 has been interpreted as living one’s best life since the study of it originated
during the time of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle (Stoll, 2014). Throughout its storied history,
wellbeing has been linked to definitions and indicators of happiness, pleasure (known more

2 Wellbeing or well-being are both legitimate spellings used in the literature, often depending on the form of English

used. For this dissertation, the word will be spelled without the hyphen unless there is a direct quote in which the
original author uses it.
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formally as hedonism), as well as being conceived as realising one’s potential (known as
eudaimonia) (Stoll, 2014). While for much of that history, wellbeing remained in the purview of
philosophical discussions; in recent decades, wellbeing has been identified as a legitimate policy
goal (Dolan & White, 2007; Forgeard, et al., 2011; Diener, et al., 2009). Relating that goal to
housing policy, Rowley and Ong (2012) argue that “dimensions of wellbeing such as social and
economic participation, health and financial stability, [are] becoming increasingly critical
measures against which the success of housing policy interventions will be gauged by
government in the coming decades” (p.15).
With the increasing focus on wellbeing as a goal for public policy and a litmus test for
successful housing policy, it is time to ask how to design a social housing system in Canada that
facilitates and enhances tenant wellbeing. Housing is fundamentally understood as key to
wellbeing, in the form of addressing a core need. In the context of social housing, it is considered
essential in meeting the core need of housing as well as affordability. Yet, this main point of
inquiry raises other considerations: What does tenant wellbeing consist of? How does social
housing operate as a system? How does tenant wellbeing get operationalised by the different
actors in the system? Which system elements facilitate and enhance wellbeing, and which ones
detract or cause illbeing?

Research Approach
This dissertation takes an interdisciplinary approach to answering these questions. Not
recognised as its own discipline, housing studies is instead considered a topic or subject of
research to which various disciplinary approaches can be applied (Allen, 2009). Therefore, there
is no “natural” disciplinary lens from which to start. Kemeny (1995) suggests borrowing
theoretical frameworks from the social sciences, and consequently, literature from sociology,
policy studies, economics, psychology, and public health have all been used for this dissertation.
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Furthermore, as Klein (2017) notes, interdisciplinarity has become more prevalent as a research
approach for a number of reasons: the complexity in today’s society, the interest in examining
topics that exceed the boundaries of a single discipline, the focus on solving societal problems,
and the opportunities brought by new technology. All of these factors are in play in the study of
social housing.
General systems theory (GST) also informs this dissertation. GST provides a way to think
about complex systems (Hammond, 2010), and is considered a metatheory because of its
applicability across multiple disciplines (Skyttner, 2006). Looking at social housing as a system
enables a greater understanding of how the surrounding environment influences internal
elements such as the policy and regulatory frameworks, as well as how it is shaped by
interactions with other systems. Keeping in mind the goal is to articulate how to design a new
approach to social housing, the natural starting point was the examination of existing systems.
A comparative methodology was chosen to facilitate deep examinations into a small
number of provincial social housing systems. This approach offers the opportunity to compare
those systems to learn further what elements stand out in relation to tenant wellbeing. Four
provincial systems were chosen as cases: British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and
Manitoba. To complement the case comparisons, interviews were conducted with senior
executives in the social housing sector in all four provinces. The aim of these interviews was to
ascertain more information about each provincial system and how it facilitates tenant wellbeing.

Situating This Study
This research contributes to two main bodies of literature: wellbeing and social housing
in Canada. Wellbeing as a concept of study (Stoll, 2014), a measurement for societal progress
(Stiglitz, et al., 2019), or as a policy outcome (Burns & Browning, 2016; Weijers & Morrison,
2018) arises from a wide breadth of scholarship from diverse disciplines. This dissertation
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builds on that literature with the goal of transforming it into an applied framework for the social
housing sector in Canada. The study and use of wellbeing measures in Canada tend to be very
individualistic (Hayden & Wilson, 2018) or at a national level such as the Canadian Wellbeing
Index, but it remains far behind the research done to integrate wellbeing into public policy
compared to other countries such as New Zealand, England or Wales.
Wellbeing Literature
The concept of wellbeing has grown in prominence as a policy construct, one that
provides an alternative form of measurement to more traditional societal measures of success,
such as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). There are a multitude of definitions of wellbeing,
many of which treat it as interchangeable with happiness and, in some cases, quality of life. This
can create significant confusion, particularly when some authors do not define what they mean
by the term wellbeing in their work.
The use of wellbeing in public policy begins post-World War II when society viewed
happiness to be based on prosperity and security (Weimann, et al., 2015). It was believed that
as income increased either at the individual or societal level, so too did life satisfaction
(Weimann et al., 2015). This belief influenced how countries measured success, such that
economic indicators such as the GDP became the de facto measurement for societal progress.
Academic disciplines such as economics generally accepted that the GDP could be a measure for
wellbeing and focused accordingly. Social scientists, concerned by increasing inequality and
social change experienced in this period, began exploring alternative measurements.
In the early 1970s, Richard Easterlin published an article that would disrupt the
assumptions made that the GDP was an appropriate indicator of wellbeing. Unlike the dominant
belief at the time, Easterlin (1974) demonstrated that increasing income did not always
correspond to an increase in life satisfaction. Building on the work of Abramovitz a decade
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earlier, Easterlin (1974) recognized that economic wellbeing differed from social welfare and
was curious about the impact of income on social welfare or “human happiness” (Easterlin,
1974, p.90) even though many economists of the day tended to lump them together.
Using existing data from a Gallup poll asking questions about people’s happiness, as well
as Cantril surveys which examined a variety of people’s feelings, Easterlin (1974) demonstrated
that the link between income and happiness was weaker for within-country comparisons than
across country comparisons. This was largely because people within-country compared
themselves to their fellows citizens (Easterlin, 1974). Easterlin (1974) argued that more
consideration should be given to choices and tastes of individuals in light of the relative nature
of personal happiness. Lastly, Easterlin (1974) also noted that the positive relationship between
income and happiness was not borne out over time; in one national time series for the United
States beginning in 1946, average happiness had remained stable while income increased,
therein creating the paradox.
Concurrent to Easterlin’s work, the Kingdom of Bhutan introduced a Gross National
Happiness measure in 1972 (Bok, 2010; Weimann et al., 2015). Designed as an alternative to
economic indicators, the Gross National Happiness measure encompassed four key areas: good
governance and democratization, stable and equitable socioeconomic development,
environmental protection, and preservation of culture (Bok, 2010). Comprised of both objective
and subjective elements, it was difficult to export the measure beyond the Bhutanese context
(Weimann et al., 2015). However, it did demonstrate the ability to use non-economic indicators
and serves as one of the first examples of alternative measures used for policy making on a
national scale (Weimann, et al. 2015).
Bache and Scott (2018) argue that by the 1990s, there was greater acceptance for the use
of wellbeing in policymaking. Research into wellbeing in the Psychology discipline was seeing an
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upsurge (Stoll, 2014). By the early 2000s, the field of wellbeing economics was also burgeoning
and there was significant advancement in the study of wellbeing from a public policy perspective
(Stoll, 2014). Governments, too, intensified their attention to wellbeing in this period, resulting
in the United Kingdom’s Foresight Mental Capital and Wellbeing Project (2008) and France’s
Commission of the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (2009a) set up
by then-President Nicholas Sarkozy (Stoll, 2014).
The Foresight Mental Capital and Wellbeing Project focused on mental capacity and
mental wellbeing, recognizing their interdependence and insisting they both be considered in
concert for any policymaking; these two aspects were deemed the most influential in terms of
addressing the major future challenges facing the United Kingdom (Foresight Mental Capital
and Wellbeing Project, 2008). The project aimed to create a series of recommendations for
government, as well as individuals and other sectors to address those two aspects over the next
20 years. The authors proposed that the implementation would improve the mental capacity and
wellbeing for people across the life course. Unfortunately, after the One-Year Review report
published in 2010 which detailed some of the actions taken following the project’s final report
published in 2008, there is not further information available about the applicability of the
recommendations and findings to more current policy initiatives (Foresight Mental Capital and
Wellbeing Project, 2010).
The work of France’s Commission of the Measurement of Economic Performance and
Social Progress, which produced the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi Report (2009a), is considered
critical in the movement towards using non-economic indicators on a national scale (Bache &
Scott, 2018). The Commissioners argued that the GDP measure is insufficient and that wellbeing
measures should be used to inform policy decisions and evaluations (Stiglitz, et al., 2009a). The
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Report contained three distinct sections: a critique of the GDP measure; an examination of the
measurement of quality of life or wellbeing; and an exploration into issues around sustainability.
The recommendations from the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report (2009a) formed the basis
for the wellbeing framework developed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (OECD, 2019). In their well-being framework, the OECD distinguishes
between current and future wellbeing, where current wellbeing is measured using quality of life
indicators as well as indicators for material conditions, and future wellbeing is measured
through various forms of natural, economic, human, and social capital (OECD, 2020). The
OECD advocated for national statistical agencies to measure wellbeing, creating a variety of
resources (such as the measurement guidelines) to mobilize the measurement in individual
countries while also allowing for cross-country comparisons. The OECD also dedicated
resources for the creation of local and regional measuring of wellbeing, enabling countries to go
deeper within their national level measures to better understand the wellbeing of their citizens
(OECD, 2011).
The adoption of wellbeing in policy continued on a national scale in countries such as
Wales and New Zealand. In 2015, Wales passed the Well-being of Future Generations Act.
Designed to improve Welsh social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing, it placed a
duty on all public bodies to establish wellbeing goals and actively work towards them
(Government of Wales, 2015). Public bodies must publish a wellbeing statement and report their
wellbeing-related activities annually. The Act established the Future Generations
Commissioner’s office which provides advice as well as monitoring of the duties established in
the Act.
New Zealand took a different approach, choosing instead to use the government’s budget
as their vehicle for wellbeing policymaking. The initial Living Standards Framework (LSF)
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created in 2011 led to the 2018 version which modeled the OECD approach using natural, social,
human and financial/physical capital to organise the various dimensions of wellbeing (New
Zealand Treasury, 2018) while also taking account of New Zealand’s treaty obligations with
Indigenous peoples (King, et al., 2018). As the New Zealand Treasury (2018) explains, “[t]he
LSF is the means to draw together the measurement of the variety of outcomes from
government expenditure so they are consistent across the whole range of economic, social, and
environmental policy, and consistent with the intentions of the expenditure” (p.4). The 2021
iteration of the LSF builds on the 2018 version with the addition of four new areas of focus: “te
ao Māori, Pacific Peoples’ perspectives, child wellbeing and the different ways in which culture
contributes to wellbeing” (New Zealand Treasury, 2021, p.8). The new LSF framework now
consists of three levels starting with individual and collective wellbeing (Level 1), then
institutions and governance (Level 2), followed by the wealth of Aotearoa/New Zealand (Level
3) (New Zealand Treasury, 2021). There are 12 domains in Level 1: health; knowledge and skills;
cultural capability and belonging; work, care and volunteering; engagement and voice; income,
consumption and wealth; housing; environmental amenity; leisure and play; family and friends;
safety; and subjective wellbeing (New Zealand Treasury, 2021). Alongside the updated LSF is a
dashboard for the Government of New Zealand to communicate its progress.
Beyond these general policy measures, there is a significant body of literature about
wellbeing as it relates to housing. Studies examining the impacts on wellbeing due poor housing
conditions (Baker, et al., 2016), overcrowding (Pomeroy & Marquis-Bissonnette, 2016),
deprived neighbourhoods (Angel & Bittschi, 2019) abound as does literature looking at the
impact of housing on the wellbeing of particular populations such as families (Bratt, 2002) and
children (Solari & Mare, 2012). There has been far less study of wellbeing for those living in
social housing however, although that is now starting to change (see Clapham, 2010; Gregory et
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al., 2020; Gregory, forthcoming). This dissertation contributes to that burgeoning field of study
by looking directly at tenant wellbeing, offering a means of defining it, which in turn can lead to
its measurement and informing of housing policy.
Social Housing Literature
This dissertation also contributes to the growing body of literature about social housing
in Canada. The federal government recognised the lack of data, information and research about
the sector in the NHS, and have taken steps to remedy the gap through various funding
programs. These initiatives are intended to broaden the scope of research in this field, while
maintaining focus on the articulated goals in the NHS. At the time of writing, much of this
research has been published as grey literature, and has often been done in the context of
commissions for research (Lopston, 2017). There are also gaps in research focus. Housing
management practices, for example, have received much less attention in the literature overall,
and much less in Canada, even though they can be a fundamental aspect of understanding how
social housing operates.
Social housing in Canada fits into a much broader housing system and falls under a more
general field of housing policy. Although housing policy is often thought of as disconnected from
social policy (Carter & Polevychok, 2004), there is a strong association between social housing
and the welfare state. In part, this is due to the residual nature of social housing in this country
and its perceived role. Canada has what Kemeny (1992) terms a dual/segregated housing
regime, meaning that the priority is put on homeownership rather than rental housing. Social
housing in Canada represents 5% of the total housing stock across all areas of the country and
one-fifth of the total rental stock (Pomeroy, 2017b). In addition, social housing plays a safety net
role in Canada, providing housing support only to those who are most in housing need as an
extension of the welfare system (Perry & Stephens, 2018). This is keeping with the typology of
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the liberal welfare regime espoused by Esping-Anderson (1990) where social programs are not
universally accessible but targeted to specific populations who must meet eligibility conditions.
This is not surprising as liberal welfare regimes and dualist housing regimes are often found in
the same countries (Kemeny, 1992).
It is somewhat misleading to consider social housing in Canada as if it is a single,
homogenous system. In fact, there are 13 social housing systems in Canada, one in each province
and territory. As Imbeau, et al. (2000) note, the inherent nature of how this country is
structured provides an excellent opportunity to compare and contrast between the different
provinces and territories, enabling learnings within a common federal framework. However, as
much as the provincial and territorial governments have jurisdiction over the administration
and management of social housing, the federal government was a leading force in the
development of social housing up until the 1990s, as well as its overall policy direction (Suttor,
2016). Therefore, simply looking at provincial and territorial systems alone does not provide the
full story.
Understanding how each system operates within their respective provincial or territorial
boundaries is also difficult. Considerably more literature exists about the systems in British
Columbia and Ontario, largely due to the research commitments by BC Housing, the BC NonProfit Housing Association (BCNPHA) and the Ontario Non-Profit Housing Association
(ONPHA). The study of the systems in Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba is far shallower,
although there is slightly more written about Manitoba due to the Canadian Centre for Policy
Alternatives (CCPA) office located there. This creates some challenges for further study of these
systems due to a lack of available material. It is hoped that this work will help to start further
interest into provinces previously overlooked.
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So often social housing is reduced to its different elements – housing supply, vulnerable
populations, built environment -- making it challenging to study the national system as a whole.
Presenting social housing as a system made up of interconnecting elements within a specific and
defined boundary creates a more nuanced approach to not only understanding individual
systems but to compare them. Using the lens of a system also recognises the role of various
actors, including applicants and tenants, but does not solely focus on them. This is not to say
that applicants and tenants are not important – quite the opposite. Instead of focusing on what
individuals are able to do within a dated social housing model, this research centres the study of
the system around what it can do for the individual and their wellbeing. It does so using the
capabilities approach which focuses not only on what ability individuals have to realise their
dreams, but also the true opportunity to do so (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011; Robeyns, 2017,
2020; Watts & Blenkinsopp, 2021). The capabilities approach has been used in the context of
wellbeing, but has been applied much less so in the context of housing and will be discussed in
more detail in Chapter 2.

Situating the Researcher
Understanding a researcher’s positionality is key to contextualising their research.
“Positionality refers to the stance or positioning of the researcher in relation to the social and
political context of the study—the community, the organization or the participant group” (Rowe,
2014, p.628). I identify not only as a researcher in the area of social housing, but also as involved
in the practice of delivering and administering social housing. My employment with Edmonton’s
largest social and affordable housing provider, during which most of the work for this
dissertation was conducted, focused on operationalising regulation and policy, as well as
conducting research. This dual role spurred my desire to design a new system. Being both
scholar and practitioner puts me in a unique position. Firstly, there is a different level of
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understanding that I bring to the research problem and subject matter. I see the importance of
operationalising social housing policy and regulations on a daily basis. This requires
understanding what will work for people, both serving and served by the system, as well the
impact of housing management practices. Furthermore, being involved in operations brings me
in regular contact with applicants and tenants. This provides me with a sense of the issues they
face in accessing affordable housing and the challenges to achieving wellbeing once they are
housed. Secondly, the work to develop non-housing outcomes and increase the wellbeing of
social housing tenants is not, for me, an abstract goal. I am able to see the difference adequate
and affordable housing makes for people. And lastly, I am positioned to mobilize the knowledge
generated from this research among academics as well as practitioners, something I feel strongly
about as most housing practitioners do not have the time to ingest academic work unless it is in
an accessible format.
I recognize that I come to this research with my own blind spots and biases. In part, this
is due to my positionality, but also because of my approach. A researcher’s epistemological
stance reveals their view of how knowledge is generated and influences their approach to
research, or methodology (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In interdisciplinary research, the plurality of
(potentially conflicting) epistemologies is often cited as one of its shortcomings (Lele &
Norgaard, 2005) and there can also be challenges with choosing a methodological approach
(Lach, 2014). Taking these considerations into account, I adopt the pragmatism paradigm to
integrate the various disciplines this research draws from, while providing a research framework
through which methodology and methods may be aligned.
Those who work within the pragmatist paradigm are “not committed to any one system
of philosophy and reality” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.27) and are “free to choose the methods,
techniques, and procedures of research that best meet their needs and purposes” (Creswell &
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Poth, 2018, p.27). Pragmatist researchers aim to problem solve (Morgan, 2014; Parvaiz, et al.,
2016), and to make their research useful (Feilzer, 2010). As Goldkuhl (2012) states,
“[p]ragmatism is concerned with action and change and the interplay between knowledge and
action. This makes it appropriate as a basis for research approaches intervening into the world
and not merely observing the world” (p.136). The pragmatism paradigm has been critiqued as
lacking rigour and principles; however, proponents of the paradigm argue that it in fact replaces
the traditional approach to social research (Morgan, 2014) and focuses more so on the
experience of inquiry instead of the forms of knowledge that may be generated (Morgan, 2014).
The pragmatist paradigm, in my view, also fits well with applied research and interdisciplinary
approaches. Because the researcher is not constrained by one view of reality, instead accepting
multiple views as equally valid (Morgan, 2014), the adopted approach can be molded to fit the
needs of the societal problem and is better suited to crossing over disciplinary boundaries and
achieve greater integration. From a personal perspective, working in the social housing system
within one of the provinces of study (Alberta) could result in a bias about how the system
operates. Engaging in a comparison among systems, in my opinion, mitigates against that risk,
as the goal is to learn from how the system is structured, not perform a critical assessment of the
system on its own.
Further, I understand that I come from a place of privilege, not only because of my
ethnicity and cisgenderedness, but also in terms of socio-economic position. Therefore, how I
see the system, and experience it, will be different than others, particularly those living as
tenants in social housing, which I have never experienced. As a policymaker, I also come from a
place of power within the institution and system that is social housing, another factor that may
create blind spots and biases. I hope that in creating the awareness within myself, I can avoid
the pitfalls that come with losing sight of blind spots and biases.
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Engaging With Those With Lived Experience
The development of a new social housing system requires the engagement of multiple
stakeholders, not the least, those who have lived, or still live, in social housing. Yet, this
dissertation did not use a research approach which included such engagement, begging the
question of why. There are a few reasons for this. First, with the renewed interest in, and
funding for research in the context of social housing, engaging tenants has increased to the point
of interview and engagement fatigue. Second, I felt that as someone part of the system, notably
part of the policy and regulatory focus of the system, there is an obligation and responsibility to
raise concerns with the current system. This is also in reaction to the underlying normative
assumption that still comes out when talking about non-housing outcomes. The lack of attention
to the system itself and how it impacts those outcomes and the people living within it is
startling, and should not be left for tenants, already often marginalised in conversations about
non-housing outcomes. This dissertation serves to bring attention to the social housing systems
themselves as well as new ways of looking at the purpose and role of social housing. Lastly, while
it is my hope that this dissertation will effect change in the social housing sector in Canada,
there is no guarantee that it will. As someone who also works in the sector, I did not want to
raise any expectations for actual policy change unless there was an opening to truly do so. The
process of changing existing systems should be a source of tenant empowerment, something
that remains sorely lacking in regimes that are rooted in degrees of paternalism. Therefore, to
truly engage tenants in designing a new system and provide that empowerment, adequate
support and resources are required, something beyond the scope of this dissertation.

Outline of Dissertation Chapters
Chapter 2 situates social housing within a broader policy and historical framework. To
understand social housing in Canada means appreciating the role it plays and how it fits within
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the larger housing system and the country’s social welfare state. This context is instrumental to
understanding how social housing is designed, and why tenant wellbeing will be difficult to
operationalise without making changes to the system.
Chapter 3 introduces a definition of tenant wellbeing based on the Capabilities
Approach, and outlines why tenant wellbeing is a necessary outcome for social housing in
Canada.
Building towards the study of social housing systems, Chapter 4 outlines the theoretical
and methodological approaches employed in this study. Using a comparative framework and
mixed method approach involving documentary analysis and interviews, this study employs
GST to understand the differences in how the systems in the four westernmost provinces
facilitate tenant well-being.
Chapter 5 describes the four case studies in their entirety, setting the groundwork for the
detailed analysis in Chapter 6.
Building on these analyses, Chapter 6 outlines the need to redesign social housing and
the framework under which to do so.
Chapter 7 is structured as an accessible executive summary to facilitate the knowledge
mobilisation of this work.
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Chapter 2: Social Housing in Canada
Social housing in Canada represents only 5% of the overall housing stock (Pomeroy,
2017b); yet, it serves what Canada deems its most vulnerable citizens, particularly as they are
unable to find adequate housing within the broader housing system. Having low and moderateincome households as the target populations for social housing was intentional in the original
policy design, although over the years, the demographics within that population have changed,
raising new challenges for the sector. Canada assumed a specific role for social housing within
the context of its broader housing system, and while it is not as universal as other systems, such
as in Scandinavian countries, Canadian provinces and territories in collaboration with the
federal government have created social housing systems that continue to be in high demand.
This chapter introduces the concept of social housing and the role it plays in Canada’s
societal fabric, particularly its welfare system. A brief overview of the history of Canada’s social
housing policy is also provided, culminating with a description of the first ever National
Housing Strategy (NHS). The NHS represents a resurgence of government interest in the
development of social housing, not only from a supply perspective, but also in terms of the
outcomes to be expected from the institution and system that is social housing. This presents a
new window of opportunity to revisit the purpose of social housing, and make the necessary
changes to effect real change in the lives of social housing tenants.

What Is Social Housing?
Social housing is often defined as subsidized housing which is targeted to low- and
moderate-income households and run by public, non-profit or co-operative organisations
(Suttor, 2016). Low- and moderate-income households, in this context, refer to those
households who fall under a particular benchmark, in the case of social housing, below the
household income threshold that is calculated annually for municipalities across Canada
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through federal and provincial/territorial collaboration. This is a different measure than
Canada’s official poverty line, which takes into account the price of goods and services including
housing.
Another approach to defining social housing situates it within the continuum of housing
options ranging from homelessness and emergency shelters on one end, to rental and home
ownership on the other (CMHC, 2018b). As seen in Figure 1 below, social housing fits
somewhere in the middle.
Figure 1
The Housing Continuum (CMHC, 2018b)

Reproduced with permission from CMHC.

Social housing is more of a permanent housing solution compared to emergency shelters
or transitional housing, but it is more deeply subsidised than affordable rental housing. It can be
housing for individuals, families, or seniors, with some complexes offering options for all, or
some to only certain categories of tenants. Affordable rental housing, otherwise known as nearmarket or low-end of market housing, is income tested, but unlike social housing, the rents are
not indexed to a household’s gross annual income. Instead, rents are fixed at 10 to 15% below
similar market rental housing; it otherwise operates like housing in the private market.
Permanent supportive housing (PSH) is also part of this continuum. It combines service
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supports and housing mostly for individuals with high needs related to health, substance use or
other impairments (Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, 2021).
Canada is not unique in having multiple ways of describing social housing, and the
terminology has shifted throughout history.3 In a recent review of the literature, Hansson and
Lundgren (2018) determined that social housing across Europe has multiple definitions, but
tends consist of five criteria: “target group, form of tenure, type of provider, public intervention
and subsidies” (Granath Hansson & Lundgren, 2018, p.8). Out of these, the authors created a
working definition: “x is social housing if and only if x is a system providing long-term housing
to a group of households specified only by their limited financial resources, by means of a
distribution system and subsidies” (Granath Hansson & Lundgren, 2018, p. 14).
While this definition is similar to that put forward by Suttor (2016) and described above,
these approaches still reflect a tendency to focus on either the buildings or policy. Granath
Hansson and Lundgren (2018) argue that it does not make sense to look at only one or the
other. To be social housing, both buildings and policies that apply to those buildings are
required and the policy must be “activated” (2018, p.9). This perspective also makes it easier to
view social housing as a system. A system can be defined as “an interconnected set of elements
that is coherently organized in a way that achieves something” (Meadows, 2008, p.11).
Therefore, when referring to a social housing system, it is meant to encompass all elements
including government actors and policy interconnections, housing providers, and applicants and
tenants, and directs us to consider how those elements interact with each other, rather than as

For instance, the term initially used was public housing, referring to the public sector nature of ownership or
operation of such housing. Later, as norms changed around such housing, the term public housing was mostly
dropped (in Canada at least) in favour of social housing, which also referred to public sector housing as extended to
third sector housing. The term affordable housing has been used to refer to the entire housing continuum, as well as
specific housing programs, namely those which bore the affordable housing stream (as described above). Under the
NHS, the terminology changed again and the term community housing is now used to describe the entire range of
subsidised housing options, public, private, or third sector owned and operated.
3
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mutually exclusive parts. Understanding the social housing system is also to recognise its role
overall. The role provides the policy rationale, which can then be applied to the buildings to
which it applies.

The Role of Social Housing
This definition of social housing helps us better understand its role. Social housing is
often associated with the welfare state (Malpass, 2008), distinguishable from other forms of
housing such as that provided by the private market. For this reason, housing is often referred to
as the fourth, but “wobbly” pillar of the welfare state (Fahey & Norris, 2011; Malpass, 2008). It
is considered “wobbly” compared to the other welfare pillars of social security, education and
health, in which governments have remained more consistently and heavily invested (Fahey &
Norris, 2011). Yet, this association still does not fully explain the role social housing plays in
Canadian society.
Canada’s approach to social housing has been to provide affordable housing to those who
cannot otherwise acquire such housing in the private market. While signalling that more
affordable housing supply is needed, and that housing is indeed a human right, the NHS keeps
social housing tied to poverty reduction4 by targeting specific groups within the greater
population that are deemed to be more likely in housing need. In this sense, governments in
Canada still view social housing as an extension of the welfare state.
They are not alone. Welfare state or welfare regime theory figures prominently in
comparative housing research (Matznetter & Mundt, 2012). The typologies of welfare states,
developed by Esping-Andersen in his seminal text The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism

The Opportunity for All – Canada’s First Poverty Reduction Strategy links the initiatives under the NHS as key
initiatives to helping move families and individuals out of poverty and into the middle class.
4
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(1990), have been applied by housing researchers to better understand the elements of housing
systems (see Hoekstra, 2003, for example).
There are three types of welfare states according to Esping-Andersen’s framework: the
social-democratic regime, the corporatist regime, and the liberal regime. These regimes were
developed by looking at three key components: the degree of decommodification, the degree of
stratification, and the relationship between state, market, and family (Esping-Andersen, 1990;
Bryant & Raphael, 2018; Matznetter & Mundt, 2012). The social-democratic regime is
recognized as having universal welfare benefits and public services with high levels of
government spending going to those benefits and services (Dean, 2012). This regime also
involves largely decommodified goods and services (Matznetter & Mundt, 2012), and is seen to
foster social solidarity (Boychuk, 1998). The corporatist regime is less universal as benefits are
predicated on social insurance (Dean, 2012). A high degree of state spending remains
characteristic, although some argue that provision of benefits and services is done in a way that
still maintains existing social structures and hierarchies (Boychuk, 1998; Matznetter & Mundt,
2012). The liberal regime, in contrast, is much more market focused, and goods and services are
distributed only to those in need (Boychuk, 1998). Countries with liberal regimes can be
identified by their use of income or asset-means tests (Matznetter & Mundt, 2012) and for
minimal intervention (compared to the other regime types) in addressing income inequality
(Bryant & Raphael, 2018) as well as modest spending on benefits and services (Dean, 2012).
Canada, like many English-speaking countries around the world, has long been
identified as a liberal regime (Rice & Prince, 2013). That said, there are certain areas, such as
health care, Old Age Security (Beland, et al., 2019) and primary and secondary education
(Bryant & Raphael, 2018; Prince, 2019) that are more universal. The characteristics of the liberal
regime typology can be found in the social housing systems across Canada: there are prescribed
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eligibility and continued eligibility criteria, focusing the benefits of social housing on certain
populations; incomes and means test which further narrows who can access social housing, and
housing generally is commodified except for that provided by the state. Moreover, social housing
in Canada was deliberately built so that it would not compete with the private sector (Dreier &
Hulchanski, 1993).
Another way in which to see how housing may fit within the welfare system is through
the lens of social rights and social citizenship (Bambra, et al., 2005). Social citizenship,
conceptualized largely from the work of T. H. Marshall, is a cornerstone of social policy (Dean,
2012). Social housing, in turn, is considered a form of social right (Prince, 2016), which Marshall
defined as including “the whole range from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and
security to the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilised
being according to the standards prevailing in the society” (pp. 71-72, as cited in Bengtsson,
2001, p. 263). While social rights are associated with the modern welfare state that arose in the
20th century in many Global North countries, civil rights are indexed to the 18 th century and
political rights to the 19th and early 20th (Connell, 2012; Brodie, 2008). Marshall, himself, used
housing as a means to explain the difference between civil and social rights (Fitzpatrick, et al.,
2014; Bengtsson, 2001). The civil right, which is more individualistic, allows a person to own or
rent a home. The social right, on the other hand, which is more collectivistic, is that all citizens
can expect a certain standard of housing (Fitzpatrick et al., 2014).
Social rights, including with respect to housing, are not necessarily enforceable. Many
countries have integrated the right to housing in their constitutional instruments thus
enhancing enforceability, though often without strong judicial remedies (Young, 2019). Instead,
as Young rightly explains, courts are more likely to address the right through ‘weak’ remedies
“which do not provide instant redress for the successful claimant but, nonetheless, utilize the
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court’s declaratory power to pressure or catalyze the legislature, executive, or broader civil
society to take steps to end the rights infringement” on a society-wide level (2019, p.125).
In Canada, some social rights are legislated, as seen with the right to housing under The
National Housing Strategy Act. Bengtsson (2001) argues this reflects a selective policy theory of
housing, in which there is the expectation that government provides housing for those
households unable to meet their housing needs within the general housing market (Bengtsson,
2001, p.261). Since under such a policy regime, there is a particular population targeted for
housing, generally means or needs testing will be involved as well as the entitlement to a
minimum standard of housing (Bengtsson, 2001).
One consequence of centering private home ownership within the housing policy regime
is that those who cannot move into that status are seen as somehow inferior. Those who cannot
afford rental housing in the private sector are even further marginalized. This perception is
amplified when such housing is linked to the welfare system. Jacobs (1992) rightly points out
that people who cannot pay for private sector housing are not “peculiar” (as compared by her to
prisoners or those with severe mental illness) (p.324) and thus they do not require housing that
is different from that of the private market. It is simply their inability to pay for that housing
that makes them different. Jacobs (1992) imagined guaranteed rent buildings incorporated
across neighbourhoods or subsidies paid to tenants to undo the damage as she saw it to people
and the community overall. And while she is speaking more specifically to the American
experience (Canadian social housing, with the exception of Regent Park in Toronto, tends to be
more integrated in neighbourhoods across the country than concentrated in large estates such as
in the United States or England), she is astute in recognising the “othering” that occurs when
people are in need of affordable housing.
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A simpler approach to understanding the position of social housing in society comes
from Stephens, who created a typology to explain the different roles countries assign social
housing (Perry & Stephens, 2018). The first type is a wider affordability role, generally
understood as making housing “available to a range of income groups (even, possibly, excluding
the very poorest), competing with private housing, encouraging higher standards and curbing
excessive growth in prices” (Perry & Stephens, 2018, p.30). Systems playing this wider
availability role are more commonly found in places like Scandinavia and the Netherlands
(Fitzpatrick & Pawson, 2013). The second role played by social housing systems like Canada’s is
that of a safety net. Under this model, “social housing is an integral element of the welfare state
which prioritises access for those otherwise unable to secure appropriate housing of a
reasonable standard” (Fitzpatrick & Pawson, 2013, p. 601). This often involves more long-term
support (Perry & Stephens, 2018). The third role is that of an ambulance service, described by
Perry and Stephens (2018) as “narrowly limited to helping those in most acute need, normally
for short periods of time and often with restrictions (e.g., income limits)” (p.30). Systems that
subscribe to the ambulance role are generally in favour of short, fixed term tenancies whereas
those that support a wider affordability role believe the tenancy duration should be the tenant’s
decision (Perry & Stephens, 2018).

The Evolution of Social Housing in Canada
Canada’s use of social housing as a safety net has a secure place in the country’s history
of social housing, and there does not seem to be any intention of changing that under the NHS.
This section outlines the history of social housing policy in Canada until present. Doing so
accomplishes two purposes: to situate the current state of housing policy under the NHS for the
reader, and to explain the confounding policy space in order to contextualise later sections about
the sector.
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In reading about social housing, one can be forgiven for being confused as to which
government is constitutionally responsible. The federal government oversees CMHC and
released the first ever NHS. At the same time, there are 13 distinct social housing systems across
the country as provincial and territorial governments are responsible for their administration
under section 92 of the Constitution Act, 1867. Provincial and territorial governments have
introduced housing strategies, some long before the NHS. At the same time, municipal
governments and non-profit organisations have involvement, either as owners of social housing
properties (or just the land), or as managers on behalf of public sector owners. The involvement
of the different actors have ebbed and flowed depending on the era and focus.
The evolution of social housing cannot be divorced from the overall direction of housing
policy in Canada, nor from the country’s economic circumstances throughout the decades.
Because social housing is seen as an extension of the welfare state rather than a subsystem
within the larger housing system (Hulchanski, 2006), it is often described alongside the
experience of other welfare programs, rather than housing policy. Recognising social housing as
a subsystem of the broader housing system and welfare state provides a better delineation of its
boundary and directs attention to the interactions between the three nested systems.5
The Beginning: the 1930s to the mid 1960s
Many historical overviews date the origins of Canadian housing policy to the Dominion
Housing Act passed in 1935 (Dupuis, 2003; Bacher, 1986). The legislation had little focus on
social housing, addressing instead the private market (Bacher, 1986). It was succeeded by the

A housing system can be understood, very broadly, as a system of institutionalized social (including political and
economic) relations that define and organize housing within a society. It is a composite, formed through the
interactions of formal institutional practices and informal social processes, which determines the very meaning of
housing. The organization of a housing system both reflects and directs the social values, norms and expectations that
members of a society have about their living arrangements (Lopston, 2017, p.33).
5
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National Housing Act (NHA) in 1938 which continued to direct its attention on financing,
although in this instance allowing for lending for low-rent housing construction (Dupuis, 2003).
It was not until 1945, following amendments to the NHA in 1944, that what is now known as
CMHC was created (Dupuis, 2003). This launched what Carroll and Jones (2000) call the
‘economic development’ stage of Canadian housing policy, identified as such because of the
federal government’s focus on increasing employment and creating new housing stock following
the Great Depression and World War II (Dupuis, 2003). The federal government inhabited the
policy space for all types of housing, including for what was then known as public housing, until
the mid-1960s (Dupuis, 2003).
As Carroll (1989) notes, this was a period of relative prosperity and an era of cooperative
federalism demonstrated by the strong ties between the federal and provincial governments. It
is ushered in the dualist housing regime in Canada, where home ownership dominates the
housing stock and publicly provided housing is separated from the larger housing system under
a state monopoly (Kemeny, 2001). This sidelined social housing in the political sphere, and
rendered it more vulnerable to ideological changes in government (Hacksworth, 2009). This
period also established the safety net role for public housing, although it was not for all people in
housing need. The governing philosophy held that housing programs should not provide
permanent shelter for the truly destitute or the unemployed single individual; instead, they
would live in temporary accommodations (Bacher, 1986).
The 1949 NHA amendments introduced a formal public housing programme
(Hacksworth, 2009) and between 1949 and 1963, 11,000 public housing units were built across
the country (Bacher, 1986). Public housing was seen as a means to address the emergence of
slum areas in developing urban centres, and the programme enjoyed considerable support in the
beginning.
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The NHA amendments in 1964 enabled more of what we recognize as the social housing
system in Canada today (Bacher, 1986). Those amendments created the cost sharing model for
the construction and maintenance of public housing between provincial governments and
CMHC (Fallis, 2010) and allowed for loans to community organisations to create non-profit
housing (Bacher, 1986). This created additional momentum for building more public housing
stock.
Building Momentum: the late 1960s to the late 1970s
During the ensuing “Social Reform” (Carroll, 1989) or “Social Development” era (Carroll
and Jones, 2000) that lasted from 1968 to 1978, social housing activity reached a new high in
Canada. Social housing and urban renewal were seen as building blocks for the Government of
Canada’s expansion of social welfare programs. At the same time, governments placed increased
focus on social integration, resulting in social housing being built near private market rentals,
often in the same communities (Suttor, 2016). By 1970, 10% of the total number of housing
starts in Canada were public housing (Fallis, 2010) and 96,000 public housing units were
constructed between 1964 and 1972 (Bacher, 1986).
Provincial governments also increased their level of participation in the sector over this
period, establishing ministries or agencies to oversee social housing in response to the new
ownership and financing model (Dupuis, 2003). Once such an agency was created, CMHC then
transferred programming to the province but still retained the remainder of any approval
authority (Carroll, 1989), and hence policy authority. As of 1967, more than half of the provinces
had created provincial housing corporations6 and by the late 1970s, the largest four (Ontario,
Quebec, British Columbia and Alberta) had all created capacity to design and implement social

6 These included BC, Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario, New Brunswick, and Newfoundland. By 1973, Saskatchewan, Nova

Scotia, Quebec, and PEI had created their own provincial housing corporations, as well (Carroll, 1989).
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housing within those corporations (Suttor, 2016). Saskatchewan, in contrast, continued to abide
by the pre-1964 program until the 1970s when it established its provincial housing corporation
(Suttor, 2016). That newly-created capacity at the provincial level generated intergovernmental
tension with the federal government. Arguing that housing fell under the exclusive
provincial/territorial jurisdiction as designed by the Constitution Act, 1867, the provincial
governments wanted more control (Dupuis, 2003).
The federal government also began addressing Indigenous housing in a new way during
this era. The Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs, created in 1971, funded Kinew Housing
Corporation, the first off-reserve Indigenous-led non-profit housing organisation (Belanger, et
al., 2012). Kinew Housing Corporation was a well-established organisation dedicated to
addressing the lack of affordable housing in Winnipeg (Kinew Housing, n.d.). Its success at
revitalizing older homes to rent to Indigenous families with low-incomes encouraged the
Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs to fund the creation of five new and similar Indigenousled organisations between 1972 and 1975 (Belanger et al., 2012). Funding for these programs
ended in 1993 (Kinew Housing, n.d.).
In 1974, CMHC established the Rural and Native Housing Program, followed by the
Urban Native Housing Program and the On-Reserve Housing Program in 1978 (Belanger et al.,
2012). These new initiatives were seen as innovative because they allowed for culturally
appropriate support services to be delivered and resourced within Indigenous-led housing
(Belanger et al., 2012).
By the end of the 1960s, popular support for public housing began to wane. Rather than
the urban renewal that had been promised, the public came to see the large scale public housing
complexes as ghettos, with deeply concentrated poverty (Bacher, 1986; Carroll, 1989; Fallis,
2010). This created pressure on the federal government (as the creator of public housing) to
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change approaches, which it did with the 1973 NHA amendments. Those amendments created
co-operative housing (Hacksworth, 2009), enabled greater involvement of the non-profit sector,
and promoted both types of entities to manage the housing within the communities in which
they lived. This was seen as an attempt to address the stigma created by public housing (Carroll,
1989), and as such, the term social housing became more regularly used.
The same trends also led to the introduction of social mix (now known as mixed income
housing) (Dupuis, 2003; Van Dyk, 1995). Formalised by NHA amendments in 1978, social mix
was a response not only to the concerns about concentrated poverty, but also to the cost of
operating housing targeting low-income households where rent revenue fell short of covering
the expenses of the building (Dupuis, 2003; Suttor, 2016). Social mix allowed for households at
different income points to inhabit the same building – essentially redistributing revenue from
the more affluent households paying a higher rent to help offset rent costs for less affluent
households. This momentarily shifted Canada’s social housing system into serving a wider
affordability role (Perry & Stephens, 2018). Additionally, the federal government, for the first
time, introduced funding to renovate existing housing stock (Dupuis, 2003).
Government focus was not solely on bricks and mortar solutions to housing need. The
mid-1970s also saw the emergence of a new form of housing assistance: rent supplement
(Dupuis, 2003). Under this program, the government paid subsidies to landlords who rented to
low income households, thus ensuring the tenant paid a rent set in conjunction with their
income and the landlord was paid the full market rent rate. This model of rent supplement
continued to exist across many provinces until the introduction of the Canada Housing Benefit
in 2020 and 20217.

7 Alberta announced in 2021 their program like this will be phased out over the next 10 years.
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Full Stop: the late 1970s to mid-1980s
The momentum created in the late 1960s ended in 1978. As with many areas of state
funding, pressure built on the federal government to move away from the Keynesian welfare
state model marked by direct economic intervention by government and focused on
redistribution of wealth (Brodie, 2003). Ushering in this “Financial Restraint” era (Carroll,
1989), the federal Progressive Conservatives formed government in 1984 and established a neoliberal approach to social policy in Canada, drawing from the link formed between welfare state
spending and deficits by governments in the United States and the UK (Brodie, 2003). That
change resulted in the divesting the federal government’s responsibilities towards the social
housing sector (Carroll, 1989; Carroll & Jones, 2000) and creating the central role provincial
and territorial governments have today (Suttor, 2017). Part of that divestment prevented CMHC
from directly lending to social housing providers, forcing them to seek financing from private
lenders (Dupuis, 2003).
Although the NHA amendments formalised social mix in 1978, public sentiment turned
away from acceptance of this form of housing. By the early 1980s, a popular perception
developed that housing meant for low-income households was being largely inhabited by middle
and higher income households taking advantage of government subsidised housing (Dupuis,
2003; Fallis, 2010). In 1985, as part of a new arrangement between the federal, provincial and
territorial governments, social mix was abandoned and provinces with social mix (with the
exception of Ontario) returned all housing to serving low-income households exclusively
(Dupuis, 2003).
In addition to returning to a safety net approach to social housing, CMHC established
the Urban Native Additional Assistance Program in 1984. This was designed to help Indigenous
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housing providers close the gap between operating costs and revenue. Governments continued
to build new social housing stock, albeit at a much slower pace.
Retrenchment: the mid 1980s to the mid 2010s
The second half of the mid-1980s marked a new era for social housing across Canada,
one characterized by disentanglement (Carroll & Jones, 2000). Still influenced by Ottawa’s fiscal
reality and neo-liberal approach, the federal, provincial and territorial governments entered into
a series of new arrangements that created more equal sharing of the responsibilities for social
housing (Carroll, 1989). The federal government acknowledged provincial and territorial
jurisdiction over the delivery of social housing, but it nevertheless argued that a role in policy
development should be maintained for CMHC because of continuing federal funding and the
established national standards (Dupuis, 2003).
This novel arrangement also included new operating agreements for non-profit,
Indigenous, public and co-operative housing (Dupuis, 2003). Under them, federal subsidies
paid to the provincial governments or other entities responsible for the housing were used to
help offset the increasing operating costs and mortgage payments (O’Brien, 2011). The
agreements were designed to last between 25 and 50 years, indexed to the 35 year amortization
period of the mortgage (Cityspaces Consulting Ltd., 2018). It was anticipated that once the
mortgages were paid on social housing properties, the revenue alone from the buildings would
be sufficient to operate social housing (O’Brien, 2011).
Canada’s social housing system changed again in the 1990s. As part of constitutional
amendment negotiations, the federal government proposed formally transferring exclusive
responsibility for housing to the provinces (Hulchanski, 2006). While this attempt at
constitutional reform failed with the defeat of the Charlottetown Accord in 1992, it set the
course for provincial/territorial and federal government relations around social housing.

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

42

When the federal Liberals formed government in 1993, federal priorities shifted toward
balancing budgets. This meant dramatic cuts to federal-provincial transfers, including funds for
social housing. Despite completing a housing task force report while in opposition, the new
Liberal government decided against making new commitments (Dupuis, 2003; Bryant &
Shapcott, 2016). In 1996, the Government of Canada effectively withdrew from the social
housing sector entirely (Hulchanski, 2006; Dupuis, 2003), shifting most housing stock and
policy authority to the provincial governments through bilateral Social Housing Agreements
(Suttor, 2016). The one exception lay in on-reserve housing, which remained a federal
responsibility (Hulchanski, 2006). While the federal government made funding commitments
for repair and renovation of social housing in 1998, for all intents and purposes, the provincial
and territorial governments became entirely responsible for managing social housing across
most of Canada. This resulted in the disparate provincial and territorial systems that exist today.
The Government of Canada did not abandon the broader affordable housing system,
however. In the 2000s, CMHC began to concentrate on affordable or near market housing and
created funding programs to create more supply. These programs still respected the role of
provincial and territorial governments in the sphere of housing, and largely left the
implementation of the assigned funding to them (Suttor, 2017).
The 1995 to 2015 period, which included a period of Conservative Party government, was
one of federal policy inertia from a social policy perspective (Carroll & Jones, 2000). Part of this
was intentional on the part of the Conservative Party government formed in 2006. Then Prime
Minister Harper had campaigned strongly on the value of open federalism, resulting in the
withdrawal of the federal government from all interprovincial matters (Wellstead, 2018). In
addition, the Harper government (as it became known) also limited federal spending in any area
of provincial responsibility, namely social programs and policy, under the guise of respecting
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provincial autonomy (Castro-Rea, 2016). Therefore, in spite of multiple calls for a pan-Canadian
approach to social housing during this period (Cooper, 2017), there remained little interest to do
so. The era of open federalism as defined by Harper came to a close in 2015 with the election of
the Liberal government. Outlined in their election platform (Bryant & Shapcott, 2016), the
Liberal Party’s return to power kickstarted efforts towards creating Canada’s first ever national
housing strategy and marked a return to a more centralised federalism model for social policy.
The National Housing Strategy and beyond
The NHS was released in November 2017 after months of public consultation and
intergovernmental discussions across the country. Consisting of four key initiatives -- Create
New Housing Supply; Modernize Existing Housing; Innovation and Research; and Resources
for the Community Housing Sector -- the NHS set an ambitious goal of “ensur[ing] Canadians
across the country have access to housing that meets their needs and is affordable” (CMHC,
2018d). The first step to achieving this goal is to focus on those most vulnerable, and therefore,
the NHS predominantly features objectives to that end. Vulnerable populations are specifically
identified in the strategy and include women and children fleeing domestic violence, seniors,
Indigenous peoples, homeless people, people with disabilities, those dealing with mental health
and addiction issues, veterans, young adults, racialized groups, and newcomers (CMHC, 2018a).
The NHS also embraces and commits to using Gender Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) throughout
all of its program and policy making.
Over a period of 10 years, the NHS aims to cut chronic homelessness by 50 percent, take
530,000 families out of housing need, renovate and modernize 300,000 homes, and create
125,000 new homes (CMHC, 2018a). The new generation of housing is anticipated to be mixedincome, mixed-use, accessible and sustainable, thus achieving the objective of having diverse
communities (CMHC, 2018a). Whether the move to such housing also represents a change in
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the role of social housing in Canada remains to be seen, considering different tiers of rent are
still targeted to particular income levels, much like the current system today. In addition to the
focus on housing supply, the NHS is also concentrating on community sector capacity as well as
research and data availability. To that end, a number of initiatives have been launched to expand
both of those areas.
In spring of 2018, the federal and provincial/territorial governments (with the exception
of Québec8) signed a multilateral agreement known as the FPT Housing Partnership Framework
to operationalise the NHS. This framework sets out the general goals and objectives sought, with
more specific targets and expectations for each province and territory in bilateral agreements
with the federal government. A Canada Housing Benefit was also to be co-designed between
each province/territory and the federal government in 2020. The federal government created
several additional funding mechanisms to help achieve the NHS objectives to develop new
housing supply and renovate existing housing stock. The National Co-Investment Fund, for
example, offers funding for community housing providers to address their housing stock needs.
One of the key principles throughout all agreements and funds is cooperation between different
orders of government in addition to cost-matching.
In 2019, the federal government passed The National Housing Strategy Act which
codified key principles of the policy released through the NHS. Importantly, it enshrined in
federal legislation a declaration that the right to adequate housing is a fundamental human right
affirmed in international law and the International Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural

Québec stated: “While it shares many of the objectives sought by other governments, Québec intends to fully
exercise its own responsibilities and control over the planning, organization and management of housing on its
territory to benefit Québec's population. Accordingly, Québec does not subscribe to the National Housing Strategy
(NHS) and hopes to undertake as soon as possible discussions to reach an asymmetrical bilateral agreement,
distinct from the NHS, which will fully respect Québec's exclusive responsibility in the area of housing and allows
Québec to obtain its share of all federal funding dedicated to housing” (CICS, 2018, n.p.). The bilateral agreement
between the Société d’habitation du Québec and CMHC was signed and came into effect April 1, 2018.
8
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Rights (sections 4(a) and (d)). The Act also recognizes that housing is essential for an
individual’s dignity and wellbeing as well as for the building of sustainable and inclusive
communities (section 4(b)).
Further, the Act established a National Housing Council whose role is to provide advice
to the Minister responsible for the NHS on its effectiveness, and to whose annual report the
Minister must respond. And lastly, the office of the Federal Housing Advocate was created by
the Act. The Advocate has numerous responsibilities including monitoring the implementation
of housing policy and its impact on vulnerable populations; monitoring the outcomes and goals
set out in the NHS; and conducting research into systemic housing issues or economic,
institutional or industry issues within the jurisdiction of the federal government that impact the
housing system. Similar to the National Housing Council, the Advocate can offer advice to the
Minister and must provide an annual report with their findings 9.
While the NHS is a positive sign for bringing government and public attention back to
the importance of social and affordable housing, the context today differs significantly from the
last time the federal government took a leadership role (Suttor, 2017). Provincial and territorial
governments have enjoyed a dominant position (Suttor, 2017) in social housing, and will need to
be approached as collaborative partners in order to achieve the NHS outcomes. The rise of
municipal governments, particularly through the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM)
also creates a new dynamic with calls for the federal government to provide funding directly to
local authorities, circumventing provincial and territorial governments (Suttor, 2017). There is
also a sizeable portion of middle-class Canadians who are unable to purchase homes, a discourse
that could lead to obfuscating the lack of affordable rental housing for low- and moderateincome households, let alone affordable home ownership (Suttor, 2017).

9The appointment of the first National Housing Advocate, Marie-Josee Houle, was announced February 4, 2022.
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The NHS also represents, in some ways, a continuance of status quo which may
ultimately negate any forward momentum created by the launch of the Strategy. Social housing
and other forms of community housing remain part of an overall housing system that is
increasingly financialised. The financialisation of housing, as identified by the Special
Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, includes:
structural changes in housing and financial markets and global investment whereby
housing is treated as a commodity, a means of accumulating wealth and often as security
for financial instruments that are traded and sold on global markets. It refers to the way
capital investment in housing increasingly disconnects housing from its social function
of providing a place to live in security and dignity and hence undermines the realization
of housing as a human right. It refers to the way housing and financial markets are
oblivious to people and communities, and the role housing plays in their well-being
(Farha, 2017, p.3).
In Canada, the financialisation of housing is particularly felt in the private market sector, with
the purchasing of what is known as “naturally occurring affordable housing” or NOAH. Between
2011 and 2016, 322,600 units where rents were affordable to those earning less than $30,000
annually across Canada were purchased for redevelopment or converted into home ownership
(Pomeroy, 2020). In the same period, under affordable housing initiatives, 20,000 units were
created. The trend of losing NOAH units continues today, resulting in a situation where even the
new 150,000 units planned for under the NHS will not restore the overall amount of affordable
housing (Pomeroy, 2020). The solution, Pomeroy (2020) argues, is for the non-profit sector to
purchase NOAH properties so that affordability can be provided in perpetuity.
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In some respects, this argument reflects the decision taken decades ago to remove social
housing from the private market entirely. Certainly, there are benefits of doing so in the face of
the financialisation of housing. However, this requires sustained and adequate funding to
ensure housing providers can, even if they were to have sufficient capital to purchase such
housing stock, continue to operate social housing with deeply subsidised rents; this is something
that is becoming more of a challenge as operating agreements expire. Without sustained
funding, housing providers who are unable to adequately operate social housing will be forced to
resort to find other sources of revenue, including moving housing stock to mixed-income
models.
As discussed earlier, mixed-income models allow for some deeply subsidised units to
remain available while offering others at market rents. This allows for cross-subsidisation and is
a common option for housing providers with expired operating agreements (Cityspaces
Consulting, Ltd., 2018). Under the NHS, Ottawa did introduce a new Federal Community
Housing Initiative, which will provide an additional 10 years to funding of federally
administered community housing as operating agreements (CMHC, 2018a). However, with
most provinces and territories now administering most of the housing stock, this initiative may
not support as many deeply subsidised units as needed.
In 2018, the Government of Canada released the country’s first-ever poverty reduction
strategy, Opportunity for All. As with the NHS, this strategy also represents the push from the
federal government into areas considered provincial jurisdiction. Built on three pillars: dignity,
opportunity and inclusion, and resiliency and security, in addition to goals of reducing poverty10
by 50% by the year 2030, the strategy overlaps with the NHS goal of removing 530,000

The Government of Canada (2018) defines poverty as “the condition of a person who is deprived of the resources,
means, choices and power necessary to acquire and maintain a basic level of living standards and to facilitate
integration and participation in society” (p.7).
10

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

48

households from housing need. This may be achieved not only through the supply of housing
stock, but also by the various initiatives under Opportunity for All that address income
deprivation, thus increasing a household’s overall income and creating more ability to afford
housing as well as other basic needs. And, similarly to the NHS, Opportunity for All focuses on
increasing inclusion and opportunities within the greater community.
While there have been criticisms about the funding amounts, such that it does not
represent any new funding beyond what was already allocated (Young, 2019), the NHS does
represent a substantial shift in the federal government’s role in social housing policy
development. Firstly, through a series of multi- and bi-lateral agreements, the NHS restores
social housing as an area of focus for all levels of government. Secondly, it outlines shared
outcomes11 among governments for the next 10 years, notably to build sustainable and inclusive
communities, which by reading other parts of the NHS, point to environmental and financial
sustainability as well as social and economic inclusion. Thirdly, as mentioned, the NHS
enshrines the right to adequate housing as a human right across Canada. And lastly, the NHS
establishes non-housing outcomes as important policy objectives.

Non-Housing Outcomes
There is consensus in the literature that housing is an important contributor to better
outcomes for individuals and families. Public health scholars have long explored the
relationships between housing conditions and health (Mueller & Tighe, 2007), and the link

11 The NHS has nine shared outcomes: Homelessness is reduced year-over-year; Housing is affordable and in good

condition; Affordable housing promotes social and economic inclusion for individuals and families; Housing
outcomes in Canada’s territories are improved year-over-year; The housing needs of Indigenous groups are identified
and improved; Affordable housing contributes to environmental sustainability; The National Housing Strategy
contributes to Canadian economic growth; Partnerships are built, strengthened, and mobilized to achieve better
outcomes; and Collaboration/alignment across the federal government results in more holistic responses to housing
issues (CMHC, 2018).
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between housing and education has been firmly demonstrated in the housing and education
policy literature (Mueller & Tighe, 2007; Pomeroy & Marquis-Bissonnette, 2016). Housing has
also been established as a social determinant of health (Rolfe, et al., 2020). Notwithstanding
those bodies of literature, non-housing outcomes, or socioeconomic outcomes, have become
more prevalent in housing policy and research as a means of demonstrating the value of public
investment in non-market housing (Mueller & Tighe, 2007; Buzzelli, 2009).
Non-housing outcomes focus on the intermediate outcomes of education, health,
employment, income, child development, family stability, safety and security and social
inclusion. There are causal links created between the provision of adequate, suitable, and
affordable housing that is not overcrowded and in good condition, and the improvement of
physical and mental health (Angel & Bittschi, 2019; KPMG, 2019; Mueller & Tighe, 2007), child
development (Fowler & Farnell, 2017), and child educational attainment (Mueller & Tighe,
2007; KPMG, 2019). Conversely, causal links between such housing and the outcomes of family
stability, employment, safety and security, and social inclusion are much more tenuous
(Pomeroy & Marquis-Bissonnette, 2016; KPMG, 2019). This is in part because of a lack of clear
causal pathways due to other potential intervening factors such as the built environment,
including at the neighbourhood level, the lived experience of tenants and choices made while
residing in the social housing, and other external socioeconomic factors (Rolfe et al., 2020;
Pomeroy & Marquis-Bissonnette, 2016).
In spite of these challenges, social inclusion is featured prominently in the NHS. The
following definition of social inclusion comes from the NHS Glossary (CMHC, 2018c):
Social inclusion is the process of improving the terms on which individuals and
groups take part in society—improving the ability, opportunity, and dignity of
those disadvantaged on the basis of their identity. It is a situation in which
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individuals have the resources and opportunities to be involved in society to an
extent that is satisfactory to them. Working towards social inclusion means
finding and using measures to reduce barriers that restrict the resources and
opportunities of disadvantaged groups (p.6).
The need to measure the outcome of building socially inclusive communities led to the
development of a Social Inclusion Index (SII), based on self-reported information from the new
Canadian Housing Survey (CMHC, 2021). Developed by Statistics Canada, 12 the SII incorporates
five dimensions of social inclusion as they relate to housing: dwelling satisfaction,
neighbourhood satisfaction, satisfaction with feeling part of the community, sense of safety, and
economic hardship (CMHC, 2021). CMHC holds that this tool will better enable housing
providers to choose neighbourhoods more conducive to inclusivity and assess the impact of
various housing policies on wellbeing (CMHC, 2021).
Wellbeing is a broader concept than social inclusion. Indeed, social inclusion and
belonging make up part of a person’s overall wellbeing, and are therefore important policy
considerations, but social inclusion does not fully address wellbeing. Other domains of
wellbeing, if not also supported, could be detrimental to feeling included or satisfied with their
dwelling or neighbourhood. Furthermore, there remains no clear pathway through which to find
and use measures to reduce barriers, including the barriers contained within the social housing
systems, themselves. Our attention turns to this in the next chapter.

12 The Analytical Study behind the SII can be found here: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-633-x/11-633-

x2021001-eng.htm.
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Chapter 3: Defining Tenant Wellbeing
Changing the approach to complex and wicked problems from more conventional ways
of thinking to systemic thinking provides new opportunities to understand the problem and find
solutions (Stroh, 2015). Wicked problems defy conventional approaches to social policy
challenges due to multiple and diverse views on a problem’s causalities and potential solutions
(Head, 2022). That form of thinking more readily leads to systems change, which can be
understood as “shifting the conditions that are holding the problem in place” (Social Innovation
Generation, as cited in Kania, et al., 2018). It is time to do this in social housing, through the
lens of achieving both housing and non-housing outcomes. This will require the focus on nonhousing outcomes to move beyond justifying public investment in social housing, or combatting
opposition to new social housing developments (Goss Gilroy Inc., 2019). It also requires nonhousing outcomes to be tenant driven and tenant focused. Tenant wellbeing is the concept
needed at the centre of this system change.
Like many concepts in the social sciences, there is no single agreed upon definition of
wellbeing. Different disciplines have contributed to the plethora of explanations and predictors,
measurement tools, and ways in which to use wellbeing as a concept. Confusion reigns as a
result. Consequently, a characterisation of tenant wellbeing is needed – if for nothing else but to
situate the reader in understanding how the term is used in this dissertation. Introducing a
definition of tenant wellbeing also enables the vast literature on the subject to be condensed into
selected domains which are considered most relevant to the context of social housing.
The definition of tenant wellbeing follows a brief overview of the theoretical framework
in which it is based. Respecting the agency of social housing tenants, and recognising their right
to choose how to define living their best life, are best served using the capabilities approach. The
capabilities approach focuses not only on the opportunities of access a person has to a particular
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area of life, but also the actual ability to realise that access. It is also rooted in personal agency,
and therefore, a perfect companion in the definition of tenant wellbeing. The chapter then
explains the difference between wellbeing and social inclusion and concludes with an
explanation why wellbeing is the preferred concept for assessing the impact of the system on
social housing tenants.

Philosophical Traditions of Wellbeing
Wellbeing is interpreted in a myriad of ways, but most fall under one of two main
philosophical traditions. These approaches date back to the Ancient Greeks, beginning with the
work of Socrates and Plato (Stoll, 2014; Ryff, et al., 2021). The first tradition, hedonic
wellbeing, conceives it as pleasure or happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff et al., 2021). Notions
of subjective wellbeing, life satisfaction, and affect fall under this category (Ryff et al., 2021) and
became particularly prominent in the field of psychology beginning in the 1960s with the work
of David Kahneman and Ed Diener. Arising from the work of Aristotle, the second tradition
interprets wellbeing as eudaimonia (Stoll, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff et al., 2021). Rather
than focusing on the pursuit of happiness or pleasure, the eudaimonic understanding of
wellbeing translates to self-realisation (Ryan & Deci, 2001), “what it means to be well” (Ryff et
al., 2021, p.119), or happiness achieved through an individual’s fulfillment of their potential
(Stoll, 2014; Kashdan et al., 2008; Weimann et al., 2015) or internal virtue (Kashdan et al.,
2008; Haybron, 2016).
While the two traditions may seem different, they do not need to be considered mutually
exclusive. In fact, integrating hedonistic and eudaimonic approaches leads to a more holistic
understanding of wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Therefore, the definition of tenant wellbeing
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used in this dissertation reflects elements of both traditions, emphasizing the eudaimonic
approach. That definition reads:
Wellbeing is a state in which an individual is supported to achieve what they
deem important in the immediate and longer-term for themselves across
numerous domains, enabling them to live their best life.
There are several key aspects of this definition. First, individual agency is incorporated.
Second, the definition is value neutral and subjective, such that what is deemed important, and
a ‘best life’, comes from the individual and respects their lived experience and various
dimensions of identity. Third, it allows for a host of domains that encompass wellbeing;
therefore, wellbeing in this instance is not synonymous with happiness or life satisfaction but
may also include other forms of meaning and purpose. Fourth, this definition of wellbeing
addresses both the immediate and longer-term, recognising that adaptation to circumstances
can lead to new expectations and desires. And lastly, there is no direct link in the definition to
social housing. This concept of wellbeing could easily apply to other forms of housing.
This definition is informed by the capabilities approach, an interdisciplinary framework
focused on wellbeing (Robeyns, 2017; 2020) and living a meaningful and fulfilled life (Kimhur,
2020). The framework can be both a way to conceptualise wellbeing, as well as a means to
evaluate individual and group wellbeing, institutions, and policy (Robeyns, 2017; Austin, 2020).
In doing so, public policy can be changed to realise social justice and address the inequities
found (Kimhur, 2020). In addition to the emphasis on wellbeing, the capabilities approach is
agency-oriented (Kimhur, 2020; McNaughton Nicholls, 2010; Warner, 2018). Agency enables
people to decide for themselves what is valuable in their lives, and to choose to pursue one
option over another (Warner, 2018; Sen, 1999). Furthermore, the agency afforded positions
individuals subject to welfare policies into active actors, rather than passive recipients (Sen,
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1999). The capabilities approach speaks to the need for the state to ensure individuals have the
environment in which to exercise their agency (Kimhur, 2020).
The capabilities approach introduces key concepts: capabilities, functionings, and
freedoms. Functionings in Sen’s words are “the various living conditions we can or cannot
achieve” (Sen, 1985, p.22); making achieved functionings the things a person has successfully
realised (Alkire, 2002; Kimhur, 2020). Capabilities are the freedoms or abilities a person has to
realise those conditions (Sen, 1985; Alkire, 2002). That freedom is the choice a person would
make without any constraints or barriers that may exist (Alkire, 2002).
The capabilities approach was first developed by Sen (1980; 1999) and later notably
refined by Nussbaum (2000; 2011), Alkire (2002), and Robeyns (2017; 2020). Unlike Sen
(1999) and Robeyns (2017), who favour a more open-ended (McCallum & Papadopoulos, 2020)
or incomplete (Alkire, 2002) approach, Nussbaum (2000; 2011) offers a more structured
version of the capabilities approach. The difference is found in Nussbaum’s (2011) provision of a
list of 10 central capabilities she believes should be constitutionally protected by the state: life;
bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, imagination, and thought; emotions; practical reason;
affiliation, other species; play; and control over one’s environment. This is in contrast to Sen’s
(1999) and Robeyns’ (2017) assertion that the capabilities need to be developed contextually
(Kimhur, 2020) and through deliberative democracy (Sen, 1999; Robeyns, 2017; Foye, 2020).
This has resulted in other literature specifying which thread of capabilities approach they follow
(see Foye, 2020; Watts & Fitzpatrick, 2020).
Celebrated for valuing pluralism (Alkire, 2002; Robeyns, 2017), capabilities are
considered to be value-neutral, although as Robeyns (2017) herself recognises, normative
influences will impact the defining and choosing of capabilities. The pluralist perspective also
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removes the temptation to prioritise any capabilities over others and enables the capabilities
approach to apply across different socioeconomic contexts and units of analysis (Alkire, 2002).
Sen developed the capabilities approach in response to the welfare economic fixation on
wealth and utilitarianism (Kimhur, 2020; Alkire, 2002). The focus on resources, was in Sen’s
opinion, misplaced, as was the focus on satisfaction through narrow measures of quality of life
and subjective wellbeing (Kimhur, 2020). This does not mean, however, that Sen discounted the
need for resources or life satisfaction. Resources in the capabilities approach function as a
means of achieving capabilities, such as having sufficient income to realise the way of life an
individual desires to live. The conversion factors, the personal and societal factors that enable or
subvert the ability to turn resources into capabilities, then become an important consideration
when evaluating the true freedom of an individual, both in their making of a choice and the
realisation of the chosen pathway.
The focus on the individual’s liberty within the capabilities approach has also led to
criticism of the framework. Dean (2010), who advocates a human-needs approach, identifies
three key criticisms to the capabilities approach: “the naming and claiming of needs requires
parity of participation in the public realm; human needs must be satisfied in the context of our
interdependency with others; and under capitalist relations of production the means by which
needs may be satisfied cannot be wholly free from the direct or indirect consequences of the
exploitation of human labour” (Dean, 2010, pp.85-86). From this perspective, the freedom
envisioned under the capabilities approach is not true freedom at all. It is instead shaped by the
constraints of the social, economic, and political context in which that individual lives. The first
criticism is echoed by others concerned about the lack of direction on choosing capabilities
(Foye, 2020). This will be discussed in more detail in the next section in which the different
capabilities, framed as domains of tenant wellbeing are introduced. The second and third
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criticisms are more difficult to address but have been recognised in potential gaps in the
capabilities approach as it relates to its underpinning the definition of tenant wellbeing.
The capabilities approach, notably Nussbaum’s approach, has been embraced by the
field of human development and has influenced the Human Development Index13 (Dean, 2010).
It has also been used in the area of poverty analysis (Hick, 2014), framing poverty as a capability
depravation. This framing extends into homelessness research (Batterham, 2019; Batterham,
2020). In contrast, the capabilities approach has been rarely applied in the context of housing
studies (Kimhur, 2020), although there is growing support to do so (Batterham, 2020; Taylor,
2020; McCallum & Papadopoulos, 2020; Foye, 2020) 14.
Kimhur (2020) argues there are two ways of using the approach in the housing context
can be considered. The first relates to the ultimate goal of housing policy, wherein the more
comprehensive understanding of wellbeing through the lens of capabilities would direct how
housing policy can improve wellbeing. The second focuses on better understanding the nature of
capability deprivation and inequity so steps can be taken to address them (Kimhur, 2020). “It is
linked to structural factors in our society and indicates what housing policy needs to or should
do for reducing injustice and for enlarging capabilities (real opportunities) of people for
advancing justice” (Kimhur, 2020, p.262). Kimhur (2020) outlines how changing to a
capabilities lens would improve housing policy by shifting away from the resource- and
satisfaction-intensive measures and policy goals relating to housing, and instead create a
foundation based on conversion factors, plurality and social justice.

The Human Development Index is an aggregate measure of life expectancy, education, and per capita measures
which provides a country’s ranking in human development. http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-developmentindex-hdi
14 The overall application of the capabilities approach in the field of homelessness has a slightly longer history. See, for
example, McNaughton Nicholls (2010), Evangelista (2010); Batterham (2019), and Haffner and Elsinga (2019).
13
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This first implication for housing studies mirrors the approach in this dissertation. The
ultimate goal of this work is to identify how social housing policy can be changed to prioritise
tenant wellbeing. Kimhur’s (2020) discussion of this helps to confirm the application of the
capabilities approach in the context of social housing in Canada and build the list of domains
pertaining to tenant wellbeing.

Domains of Tenant Wellbeing
Putting together a list of capabilities in the context of social housing seems like a
straightforward exercise. In actuality, it is anything but. As noted above, there is great debate in
the capabilities approach literature about which capabilities are relevant and the best approach
to choosing them. Often overlooked, the explanation of why a particular researcher chooses the
capabilities and functionings they do is important and relevant to their application of the
approach (Alkire, 2007; Foye, 2020). Failure to do so translates to readers unable to question
the researcher’s rationale (Alkire, 2007; Robeyns, 2006). Thus, my justification for choosing the
domains listed below needs to be clearly explained. Alkire (2007) identifies five methods
researchers may use for the purpose of developing their list: “1. Use existing data; 2. Make
assumptions – perhaps based on a theory; 3. Draw on an existing list that was generated by
consensus; 4. Use an ongoing deliberative participatory process; and 5. Propose dimensions
based on empirical studies of people’s values and/or behaviours” (p.92).
The method used to develop the list below is a mix between using existing data and
making assumptions. Each of the domains were chosen based on a comprehensive review of the
wellbeing literature, noting the different dimensions authors chose to highlight, such as selfdetermination or subjective wellbeing. I also used Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities as a
launching point, as well as her delineation between internal and combined capabilities. Internal
capabilities are the inherent or development personal traits or abilities whereas the combined
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capabilities, while building on internal ones, are influenced by the greater economic, social and
political structural factors (Nussbaum, 2011). As Batterham (2020) notes, using the combined
capabilities lens is appropriate in the homelessness sector; I argue that this extends to the
context of social housing. The work done by Watts and Blenkinsopp (2021) in the context of
homelessness responses was instructive in terms of the importance of control over one’s
immediate living environment, something I have observed through my interaction with social
housing tenants outside of this dissertation.
The table below outlines the domains of tenant wellbeing while also providing a
definition and related concepts for each domain.
Table 1
Definitions of the Domains of Tenant Wellbeing
Related
Domain

Definition

Concepts

Self-Determination

The ability for a person to manage their own life and

Self-

make their own choices.

determination
Theory;
Autonomy,
competence and
relatedness

Health

The ability to manage one’s own, or a family

Encompasses

member’s ill-health as well as wellbeing.

physical and
mental health
and is greater
than the

59

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING
absence of
illness.
Belonging

The ability to be positively engaged with and

Affiliation;

sustained by social interaction while also being

social

treated with dignity and respect for the whole of the

connection;

person.

community;
friendship;
relationships

Security

The ability for a person to feel that their basic needs

Food; Cultural;

are being met and there is no danger of being in need

Tenure;

again.

Financial

●

“Food security exists when all people, at all
times, have physical and economic access to
sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets
their dietary needs and food preferences for
an active and healthy life” (Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FOA), 2006, p.1).

●

Cultural security is when a person feels their
culture, cultural rights, values, and beliefs are
respected, honoured, and valued and feels
safe to be their full selves.

●

Security of tenure in the context of rental
housing is the ability to live in rented
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premises indefinitely without interference
subject to substantial breaches of the tenancy
agreement and legislation (Fitzpatrick &
Pawson, 2011).
●

Financial security is the ability to address a
person’s needs and to withstand financial
shocks.

Control Over One’s

The ability to exercise control over one’s immediate

Space

living environment.

Quality of Life

The way in which individuals perceive their lives
given their life circumstances and expectations.

While each domain is presented on its own, they do not operate as mutually exclusive.
Drawing from the work of Wolff and de-Shalit (2007), a disadvantage in one domain can result
in corrosive disadvantages in others. Furthermore, there is overlap in, and nesting of, predictors
of the different domains. For example, having security of tenure, itself a subdomain of security,
can be a predictor for overall experience of life as well as for the domain of health. Similarly,
good mental health can be a predictor for a positive quality of life. Wellbeing literature also
tends to use certain terms interchangeably (Forgeard et al., 2011), and this can make for
confusion in understanding where one domain begins and another ends.
Self-Determination
This domain draws on Self-Determination Theory developed by Ryan and Deci (2000,
2001, 2002, 2008) and is tied to the eudaimonic tradition of wellbeing. Self-Determination
Theory is a macro theory of human motivation and growth, and “begin[s] with the assumption
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that there is a human nature, which is deeply designed to be active and social and which, when
afforded a “good enough” (i.e., a basic-need-supportive) environment, will move toward
thriving, wellness, and integrity” (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Central to the theory are the three
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Without satisfaction of these
needs, a person cannot fully be self-determined.
A person is acting with autonomy when they are self-regulating and self-organising their
behaviour (Ryan, et al, 2009; Ryan, et al, 2021) and is acting on their own volition and
awareness (Ryan et al., 2021). “Competence refers to feeling effective in one’s ongoing
interactions with the social environment and experiencing opportunities to exercise and express
one’s capacities” (Deci & Ryan, 2002, p.7). The last need, relatedness, means having a sense of
connectedness, where the individual cares for and is cared for by others (Deci & Ryan, 2002;
Ryan, et al., 2009). When the environment does not support the individual’s three basic needs,
the capacity for psychological growth, wellbeing, and engagement are impeded. Environment in
this case, means more than the physical space and conditions, but also biological, social and
cultural conditions (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Therefore, as it relates to social housing, all of the conditions that impact the lives of
individuals and families become important for self-determination. Human development begins
in infancy, and therefore, makes the environment for children even more important, particularly
as it relates to what behaviours and beliefs they internalise (Grolnik, et al., 1997).
Health
The World Health Organization (WHO) conceives health as a fundamental right to enjoy
the best possible health outcomes (WHO, 2021). Yet, the conception of health is not always clear
or agreed upon. In this instance, the characterisation is derived from Leonardi’s (2018) work to
define health in line with the wellness and environmental models of health, while also avoiding
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the reductionism that exists in the medical model. The medical model focuses entirely on the
absence of disease (Larson, 1999) whereas “[h]ealth is defined in the wellness model as strength
and ability to overcome illness, having a ‘reserve of health’. Bad health can exist even though
disease is not present, just as one can experience lesser diseases and be healthy” (Larson, 1999,
p.130). The environmental model looks at individuals and their experience in their environment,
thereby defining health as the ability to attain equilibrium (Larson, 1999).
Health as a domain also derives from Nussbaum’s (2011, p.33-34) central capabilities
list, which combines the two domains of life – “being able to live to the end of a human life of
normal length” and bodily health – “being able to have good health, including reproductive
health”. Those two domains are too limiting as there is no explicit mention of mental health,
something that is important in this context.
In the context of social housing, health relates to the personal, spatial and environmental
experience of being a tenant. When it comes to housing environments, the link between bad
housing conditions and poor health has been well established (Rolfe et al., 2020; Angel &
Bittschi, 2019; Berglund et al., 2017). Poor housing conditions include the physical structure
(Berglund et al., 2017) as well as living conditions (such as overcrowding) for older adults
(Mahmood, et al., 2011) and stability for children (Fowler & Farnell, 2017). With respect to the
spatial experience, there is research into looking at the impact of neighbourhoods on health
(Angel & Bittschi, 2019) as well as the built environment, and are often cited as part of the
rationale for pushing for mixed income communities (Mueller & Tighe, 2007). And lastly, at an
individual level, this definition better respects how an individual may experience both good and
bad health episodes, including any bouts of chronic illness.
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Belonging
This domain, when fulfilled, is important for overall wellbeing. The definition above is
derived from Nussbaum (2011)’s list of central capabilities as it is broader than simply speaking
about social inclusion (Mee, 2009) and community. This domain is also identified as a
dimension in Ryff’s (1989; 2013; 2017) conception of psychological wellbeing. She argues that
this dimension reflects a significant agreement in the wellbeing literature about the importance
of love, friendship, close connections, and affection (Ryff, 2017). The OECD uses the term “social
connections” rather than belonging in their wellbeing framework (based on the findings of
Stiglitz et al., 2009) but it generally means the same as it refers to the degree of support people
feel they have, and the time spent with others (both in terms of quantity and quality) (OECD,
2020).
Human beings have an innate need to build relationships and it is linked to survival
(Lambert, et al., 2013). Belonging is identified as a “fundamental human motivation”
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p.521) involving attachments and avoiding the loss of relationships
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Close relationships as well as more distant relationships both
contribute to feelings of belonging, whereby different people prioritize one over the other
depending on their needs (Baumeister, 2011). Many people self-identify through the various
forms of relationships they have (e.g., partner, child, parent) and while this is important,
research has also demonstrated that belonging is of greater importance than relationships
(Mellor, et al., 2008). This is due to the fact that the degree to which a person feels the need to
belong is individualistic and is separate from the number and types of relationships (Mellor et
al., 2008). Lambert et al. (2013) further explain that belonging is a predictor to finding life
meaningful, even more so than relationships and the support that come from them.
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Belonging is also an important concept as it relates to place. Following Fenster (2005),
belonging in a spatial sense can be understood through three different attributes: a sense of
belonging, everyday practices of belonging, and formal structures of belonging (Mee, 2009). The
sense of belonging bridges the feelings of belonging with place whereas the everyday practices
speak to the execution of those practices (Fenster, 2005; Mee, 2009, Mee & Wright, 2009). The
formal structures are the rules or norms which dictate where people can be (Fenster, 2005; Mee,
2009). Everyday practices are essential, according to Yuval-Davis (2006) because “[s]pecific
repetitive practices, relating to specific social and cultural spaces, which link individual and
collective behaviour, are crucial for the construction and reproduction of identity narratives and
constructions of attachment’’ (p. 203). In addition to these attributes, comfort and familiarity
also inform a sense of belonging to place, although these elements become more difficult to
assess for those who do not live in a place long-term (Yarker, 2019). It has also been found that
the greater degree of choice enjoyed by an individual also contributes to a stronger sense of
belonging (Fenster, 2005).
Belonging can be facilitated or thwarted depending on the nature of the environment in
which social housing is found, its design, rules relating to the ability for tenants to engage in
building relationships and community, not only in their immediate community of friends and
family, but also broader communities. When there are feelings of belonging and acceptance into
a community, social inclusion follows (Baumgartner & Burns, 2014).
In relation to social housing, even as integrated into established neighbourhoods across
Canada, instead of the more isolated approach as in the American experience, still results in
stigma. This can negatively impact relationships, feeling as a part of the greater community and
a sense of belonging. The concept of stigma largely derives first from Goffman’s 1963 seminal
work in which he “argues that stigma is best understood as a social process in which both
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individuals and groups are judged to have negative characteristics that transgress social norms”
(Jacobs, et al., 2011, p. 8). Wacquant (2007) borrowing from Goffman’s conceptualisation of
stigma, and Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic power, created a further concept: territorial
stigmatization. According to Wacquant, territorial stigmatization is “the most salient symbolic
property that, together with the fragmentation of wage labor on the material front, constitutes
‘advanced marginality’ in the dualizing metropolis at century’s turn” (Wacquant, et al., 2014,
p.1272). This becomes attached to certain neighbourhoods within urban centres across different
countries which are also then considered to be areas of social disintegration (Wacquant et al.,
2014, p. 1274).
As applied to social housing, these places then become associated with high levels of
crime, anti-social15 and deviant behaviours and welfare dependency (Jacobs et al., 2011). Stigma
of social housing is also increased because of the perception of it as a landlord of last resort
(Norris, et al., 2019), and the creation of the “other”, living outside of the mainstream (Jacobs et
al., 2011; McCormick et al., 2012). This increases the isolation of people living in those areas,
and contributes to weakening any bridging networks with people outside of the community
(Jacobs et al., 2011). This domain further compromises the residents seen as not part of the
mainstream, and therefore considered an “other”, which further perpetuates a lack of belonging
and overall community.
Individuals associated with the stigmatized neighbourhoods or types of housing, can
experience discrimination in other areas, such as employment (Jacobs et al., 2011) and there is
some thought that the negative beliefs about the stigmatized neighbourhoods become

15 Anti-social behaviour can include “substance misuse, drinking alcohol in the streets, and drunken behaviour;

problems related to animals such as not properly restraining animals in public places; begging, prostitution-related
activity; abandoned vehicles, vehicle nuisance; noise coming from business or industry, alarms, or pubs and clubs;
environmental damage such as graffiti and littering; inappropriate use of public space such as disputes among
neighbours, or rowdy or inconsiderate behaviour” (Davey & Wootton, 2014, p.515).
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internalised by the residents living there, negatively impacting residents’ social networks and
social capital (Jacobs et al., 2011). This is not always the case, and in fact, those negative beliefs
do not necessarily align with the lived experience of those living in the area (Watt, 2020) where
a strong sense of community and belonging can occur among social housing tenants (August,
2016).
From the lens of place attachment, belonging can become an important consideration of
tenant wellbeing in a different way than through stigma. The everyday practices that both
Fenster (2005) and Yuval-Davis (2006) highlight as essential to belonging can exist when a
sense of community is built between social housing tenants. As August (2016) demonstrates in
her study of Regent Park in Toronto, this sense of community and the sense of belonging is
strong among long-term social housing tenants who continue to practice regular ways of
connecting. As she describes also, in her interviews with social housing tenants, there is a deep
level of comfort with Regent Park, which also contributes to a strong feeling of belonging. Yarker
(2019) found similar results in her study of social housing tenants in the Ward of Byker in
Northeast England.
Security
Food security
The definition, which was initially agreed to in 1996 at the World Food Summit,
highlights four dimensions: availability, access, utilization, and stability (OECD, n.d.). All of
these dimensions, in addition to a nutritional dimension are important in considering food
security (OECD, n.d.). This definition is more global than the one offered by the Government of
Canada who defines food security in terms of food insecurity: “the inability to acquire or
consume an adequate diet quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or
the uncertainty that one will be able to do so” (Government of Canada, 2020). Using the term
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food security aligns better with the spirit of capabilities. Food security is also preferred to the
term food sufficiency. As Butcher, et al. (2019) note, food sufficiency speaks more to supply,
rather than a more comprehensive understanding that the concept of food security brings.
A lack of food security can be a corrosive disadvantage to other domains of wellbeing. In
Canada, a lack of food security has been associated with higher nutritional vulnerability,
increased health issues, higher mortality rates, and higher health care costs (Tarasuk, et al.,
2019). Those higher health care costs are generally found in higher rates of hospitalisation,
combined with longer stays in hospital, and more being admitted with more acute health
concerns (Men, et al., 2020). Prior to the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, 12.7% of
Canadians were lacking food security (Tarasuk & Mitchell, 2020; Men & Tarasuk, 2021) and
many of those households were completely dependent on employment income, which during the
pandemic, became more challenging for certain populations already vulnerable (Men & Tarasuk,
2021). At a household level, the characteristics most associated with food security deprivation
included single parenthood, renting, reliance on a form of social assistance as the household’s
primary source of income, identifying as Indigenous, and having lower levels of education
(Sriram & Tarasuk, 2016). Households with children, larger households consisting of more than
two persons, younger household members and unmarried household members are also more
prone to food insecurity (Men & Tarasuk, 2021).
Food security, income security and housing affordability interact with each other such
that households without income security will prioritise rent payments over food security. Food is
seen as a more variable expense, and therefore, more able to be reduced as needed to pay less
“elastic” expenses such as rent (Sriram & Tarasuk, 2016) or other bills and expenses (Fafard-St.
Germain, 2019). Studies have shown that housing costs for households have a direct impact on
food security (Friendly, 2008). Addressing housing affordability and ensuring there is more
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supply of affordable housing is, therefore, strongly believed to have a direct impact on the
degree of food insecurity (Sriram & Tarasuk, 2016). Similarly, having a higher degree of
financial security would also benefit the degree of food security for many households (Tarasuk et
al., 2019).
Food security also particularly compliments the established benefits of affordable
housing for children. Research shows that a lack of food security is detrimental to children’s
educational outcomes (Dachner & Tarasuk, 2018; McIntyre, et al., 2018) as well as contributing
to poorer health outcomes as they move into adolescence (Dachner & Tarasuk, 2018). Children
living in northern and remote communities in Canada are even further disadvantaged, with food
security being even more difficult to achieve – similar to the situation with affordable housing
availability.
Cultural security
Written in the preamble of the 2001 Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity,
culture is defined as “the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features
of society or a social group, and that it encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles,
ways of living together, value systems, traditions and beliefs” (UNESCO, 2001). Culture is an
important component of an individual’s identity and sense of belonging, so much so that the
Government of New Zealand recognised cultural wellbeing as one of four important dimensions
of overall wellbeing along with social, economic, and environmental elements (Dalziel, et al.,
2019).
Cultural security can be achieved through cultural safety. A concept originating from
New Zealand in the 1980s and predominantly studied in the context of Indigenous health care
provision (Curtis, et al., 2019; Christensen, 2016), cultural safety is important for Indigenous
peoples as well as other racialized populations in other contexts other than just health services
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(Christensen, 2016). There are a number of ways in which to describe cultural safety, but
Christensen’s (2016) approach, which she also extends to her study of housing, and
homelessness in the Northwest Territories explains that
Cultural safety is an approach to health policy and service delivery that aims to disrupt
the power imbalance that lies at the heart of conventional health services, and emphasize
in the health care encounter the comfort and safety of the client (p.85).
Cultural safety is not the same as cultural competence (Curtis et al., 2019). Rather, cultural
safety requires the practitioners, policy makers, and their organisations to self-reflect and
acknowledge their own biases while also continuously pursuing equity (Curtis et al., 2019).
Christensen (2016) suggests that only by ensuring policy, programs and infrastructure are
informed by Indigenous peoples and adequately reflect Indigenous cultures can housing truly be
culturally safe. Looking at the example from health care, cultural safety must be done at a
systemic or organisational level while also considering the individual’s experience and be
integrated across all practices and policies, not simply a training module (Curtis et al., 2019).
Although much of the literature on cultural safety focuses on the Indigenous experience,
cultural safety and security remains important for all other racialized populations. For example,
it was found that for immigrant populations, recognising racism as a determinant of health was
key to addressing the lack of cultural safety and providing better care while also achieving better
health outcomes (Hyman, 2009; Zghal, El-Masri, e et al., 2020). It is important also to ensure
cultural security for other, less visible cultures, such as the deaf community (Cripps, 2021) and
respect them equally.
This subdomain has been made to align at the individual level to be consistent with the
others. Cultural security then, through this lens, is focused on the individual’s capacity to feel
culturally secure, and the need for systems to ensure that capability is realised. This requires a
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decolonisation lens which is more than simply applying a particular framework. “Decoloniality
denotes ways of thinking, knowing, being, and doing that began with, but also precede, the
colonial enterprise and invasion. It implies the recognition and undoing of the hierarchical
structures of race, gender, heteropatriarchy, and class that continue to control life, knowledge,
spirituality, and thought, structures that are clearly intertwined with and constitutive of global
capitalism and Western modernity” (Walsh, 2018, p.17).
Cultural security is enhanced when the concept of home within social housing also aligns
with cultural beliefs. This means recognising the more wholistic application of Indigenous
understandings of home, beyond the physical structure (Bowra & Mashford-Pringle, 2021).
Along those same lines, applying the principles of cultural security for various communities to
the built environment and housing design engenders greater cultural security by enabling
people to hold ceremony, interact with family and friends in normative ways according to the
tenant’s culture, and cook traditional foods. Something that is constrained today because of the
Western Eurocentric design framework that informs so much mainstream social housing.
Tenure Security
Tenure security provides housing stability such that regardless of the form of housing
tenure (homeownership or rental), a household is free from unjust evictions and may live in
their home so long as they desire. This is more complicated for rental tenures given the ways in
which residential tenancy legislation balances the rights of tenants and landlords. In Canada,
two types of tenancies exist: fixed and periodic. Fixed tenancies are ones with defined terms,
and while they can be renewed or extended, the landlord has the right to reclaim possession
upon the term expiring. Periodic tenancies, on the other hand, are generally known as monthto-month tenancies. Here, tenancies end because of either tenant or landlord actions as allowed
under the provincial tenancies legislation (such as giving notice). In social housing, security of
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tenure is made up of obligations as a tenant under residential tenancies legislation such as
payment of rent, not interfering with the enjoyment by others, but involves additional
conditions such as the requirement to remain eligible according to that social housing’s
regulatory and policy framework. Generally, that involves remaining under a particular income
level threshold and abstaining from engaging in anti-social behaviours.
The impact of tenure security on wellbeing can manifest in different ways. First, a sense
of ontological security is created when a household experiences security of tenure (Hiscock, et
al., 2001; Lewis, 2006). Ontological security, arising from the work of Laing and Giddens,
derives from a person’s sense of continuity in their surroundings (Hiscock et al., 2001). This
form of security translates into feeling that one has a “secure base” (Hiscock et al., 2001), which
in turn positively contributes to health outcomes and wellbeing. Second, this subdomain
contributes to a decrease in stress and an increase in family stability due to the household not
needing to be continuously mobile (Lewis, 2006). There is an association between decreased
stress in parents and improved outcomes for their children (Fowler & Farrell, 2017). Third,
tenure security contributes to a higher sense of belonging through establishing longer ties in a
particular community, thereby also increasing overall tenant wellbeing. Lastly, security of tenure
also facilitates economic opportunities as basic needs such as shelter are met, and household
members are able to focus on employment (Lewis, 2006).
Tenure security in the context of social housing can also contribute negatively to tenant
wellbeing. Where housing is contingent on remaining eligible, households may choose to avoid
economic opportunities to the extent they threaten their eligibility (Lewis, 2006), thereby
working as a limiting factor in economic development (Payne & Durand-Lasserve, 2013).
Additionally, tenure security can be put into jeopardy through anti-social behaviours, not only of
household members, but often extended to guests and visitors. The anti-social behaviour

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

72

literature makes it clear that there has been increasing blurring of lines between unwanted
behaviours that disturb neighbours and those that are criminal in nature (Deacon, 2004), and
that evictions for anti-social behaviour pose a significant threat not only to security of tenure in
that one tenancy arrangement, but also for future housing options (Deacon, 2004). As social
housing providers are often seen as “landlords of last resort”, being evicted can result in
homelessness.
Financial Security
Financial, or economic, security is a broader concept than income security (Maroto &
Pettinicchio, 2020) and financial literacy (Sherraden, 2013), and is not the same as income,
financial, or material wellbeing (Taylor, et al., 2011). Income and wealth are key to the concept
of financial security in multiple interconnected ways. Income is an important part of financial
security as it acts as one of its determinants, with wealth as its other (Maroto & Pettinicchio,
2020; Maroto & Aylsworth, 2016). This relationship exists even though income also contributes
to overall wealth (Maroto & Pettinicchio, 2020). In turn, financial security bolsters both income
security and wealth building (Sircar & Friedman, 2018). Wealth, in this context, constitutes the
resources available such as investments, owned assets and credit (Maroto & Pettinicchio, 2020),
or understood more broadly, as the means by which individuals can avoid adversity (Bossert &
D’Ambrosio, 2013), which extends to housing equity and friends and family (Osberg, 2015).
Building wealth and increasing income security is not an individual behaviour
requirement alone. It requires looking at structural factors (Sherraden, 2013), such as access to
homeownership and credit markets (Maroto & Pettinicchio, 2020) and socio-economic context
(Allmark & Machaczek, 2015). Research has demonstrated that populations experiencing
marginalisation such as low-income households (Brown & Bowman, 2020), people with
disabilities (Maroto & Pettinicchio, 2020) and recent immigrants (Maroto & Aylsworth, 2016) as
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well as those with changes in household characteristics, such as becoming parents (Maroto,
2018) experience greater difficulty achieving financial security.
Financial security links to health outcomes (Sircar & Friedman, 2018) as well as security
of tenure (Lewis, 2006) and can be at risk because of unemployment, illness, disability, age, and
widowhood (Osberg, 2015). Similar factors to those in need of affordable housing, living in
social housing creates a buffer for adverse economic impacts related to household income.
Doing so without losing housing is a strong contributor to this subdomain. Being able to pay
rent not only creates greater tenure security, but is also associated with increased sense of
community belonging (Leviten-Reid, Matthew & Wardley, 2020). However, from a wealth
perspective, social housing and other asset-means tested programs can serve as detrimental to
wealth building as households are constrained by being allowed only a certain amount of assets
before they are rendered ineligible (Maroto & Pettinicchio, 2020). This is detrimental not only
for the immediate household, but can have intergenerational impacts (Maroto & Aylsworth,
2016).
Control Over One’s Space
This domain arises from the identification of environmental mastery as a dimension of
psychological wellbeing (Ryff, 1989) and one of the fundamental capabilities (Nussbaum, 2011).
Ryff and Keyes (1995) found strong association between self-acceptance and environmental
mastery, and happiness or life satisfaction, demonstrating this to be an important domain for
tenant wellbeing. From Nussbaum’s (2011) lens, environmental mastery incorporates both the
political (e.g., political participation) and the material (e.g., property rights, right to
employment). In this instance, however, control over one’s space is narrowed to a person’s
immediate living environment, something that is assumed to be included in Nussbaum’s
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definition but for which there is little explicit discussion (Watts & Blenkinsopp, 2021) and better
representative of the needs of tenants of social housing.
Research on control over one’s space in the context of hospital settings and homelessness
has demonstrated its importance to wellbeing (Watts & Blenkinsopp, 2021), and it can be
inferred that it would be the same for the context of social housing. Control over one’s space
contributes to ontological security, similarly to security of tenure, by providing an opportunity to
have a secure base by creating a home (Hiscock et al., 2001). Failing to have control can
contribute negatively, thereby becoming a corrosive disadvantage to other domains of tenant
wellbeing.
Creating distinctions between private and public space is important for the sense of
control and can be achieved through intentional design of both spaces as well as the overall built
environment of a neighbourhood or community (Happy City, n.d.). It is, however, not just
having private space that lends itself to tenant wellbeing, but the ability to control the space
itself. In their study of different forms of housing for those moving out of homelessness, Watts
and Blenkinsopp (2021) identified that being able to have one’s own kitchen and preparing
meals to their own liking, directing who could enter and when, and feeling free to do whatever
one wants to do were all important to the feeling of control. Furthermore, having control over
location of their housing was also conducive to wellbeing (Watts & Blenkinsopp, 2021). Rules
governing behaviour within one’s space such as constraints on guests and visitors or pet
ownership were determined to be corrosive (Watts & Blenkinsopp, 2021).
The issue of pet ownership is of particular concern because of the established link
between pets and wellbeing (McConnell, et al., 2019; Young, et al., 2020). Research
demonstrates that pets contribute positively to physical and mental health (Bao & Schreer,
2016), psychological health (Antonacopoulos & Pychyl, 2010), overall life satisfaction (Bao &
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Schreer, 2016), decreased isolation and loneliness, particularly through life transitions (Sable,
1995) or for single individuals living alone (Antonacopoulos & Pychyl, 2010). However, it is not
pet ownership alone that contributes to wellbeing, but the nature of the pet-human relationship;
particularly when the companion animal is seen as a family member (McConnell et al., 2019).
Therefore, for those households who highly value pets and companion animals, not being able to
have who they consider to be a family member in their home can be detrimental to their overall
wellbeing.
The ontological security of having control over one’s space also relates to a person’s
sense of “home”. The concept of home has been studied through a variety of disciplinary lenses:
sociological, ecological, legal, geographical but in terms of public policy, it is a term often
invoked without clear meaning (Richardson, 2018). Much of the housing research focuses on the
concept of home for home owners, less so in the context of social housing (Mee, 2007), but it is
equally as important, particularly for tenant wellbeing and policy-making. Privacy is a key
element of how people are able to define a home (Somerville, 1992; Somerville, 1997; Despres,
1991; Mee, 2014), as it relates to the ability to determine who can come and go within one’s
space, even when it must be mediated with neighbours in multi-family dwellings (Mee, 2014).
The concept of home influences a person’s sense of identity (Jack, 2012; Richardson, 2018) as
the home is the place which can be personalised and reflect how one wants to present to the
world (Dunn, 2013). While home is also a place for relationships between family and friends,
bonds between individuals and places make up place attachment as it pertains to identity as well
(Jack, 2012), and although those bonds are generally thought to be positive, Manzo (2014)
demonstrated that in the context of social housing, those bonds are significantly more complex
and can also be shaped by poverty, power dynamics, ambivalence, and stigma. Place attachment
is also informed by a sense of rootedness (Jack, 2012), which explains why social housing
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tenants can still demonstrate strong place attachment to their homes, even in the face of being
relocated to newer dwellings (Manzo, 2014).
Quality of Life
The conceptualisation of this domain is derived from the definition for quality of life
(QoL) put forward by the World Health Organization in 2012. QoL is often used interchangeably
with wellbeing, and tied to the concept of subjective wellbeing in particular (Veenhoven, 2000a),
making a definition as a domain of tenant wellbeing somewhat challenging. For the purposes of
this work, this domain aligns with subjective wellbeing and life satisfaction most specifically.
This does not create a mutually exclusive concept aside from other domains identified in this
chapter; in fact, in most of the literature, the domains of belonging and health factor as
determinants of QoL.
Subjective wellbeing originates out of the field of psychology, and is recognised as a
multi-faceted construct of life satisfaction and affect (both positive and negative) (Diener, 1984;
2000). Inherently it is a subjective measure, experienced by the individual (D’Acci, 2011) and
evaluated by that same individual (Hicks, et al., 2013). It is also often referred to as happiness
(Pavot & Diener, 2008)16. Life satisfaction measures gauge how people rate their own lives based
on their own standards (Haybron, 2016). It is distinct but related to positive and negative affect
and tends to correlate with satisfaction with other aspects of life such as relationships, health
and work (Pavot & Diener, 2008; Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener,
2005). Life satisfaction has also been shown to be related to a person’s concept of themselves or
self-esteem, although this also varied according to the type of culture they lived in

Unfortunately, much of the literature uses wellbeing and subjective well-being synonymously, along with
happiness, quality of life or life satisfaction creating confusion (Clapham, et al., 2018; Forgeard et al., 2011).
Furthermore, many of the determinants of subjective wellbeing are dimensions of wellbeing in other theoretical
conceptualisations (such as Ryan & Deci, 2001; see Tay & Diener, 2011 for example).
16
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(individualistic vs collectivistic) (Diener & Diener, 1995). Similarly, the relationships between
material satisfaction and life satisfaction are influenced by the material wealth of the person’s
country (Diener & Diener, 1995) but that influence decreases at a particular point as the
individual becomes increasingly wealthier (Diener, et al., 2015). Affect is more concerned with
the emotional state of being of that individual. Hicks, et al. (2013) equate affect with experience,
noting that such measures “aim to provide an assessment of the emotional quality of an
individual’s experience in terms of the frequency, intensity and type of affect or emotion at any
given moment” (p.77).
The concept of QoL is an important domain for tenant wellbeing as it captures some of
the aspects of life and life satisfaction missing in other domains. Veenhoven’s (2000)
conceptualisation of QoL illustrates this point well. She delineates between life chances and life
results and creates a matrix with inner and outer qualities (Veenhoven, 2000). While she does
not explicitly link the life chances and life results to the capability approach, the language used
“livability of environment”, “objective utility of life”, “life-ability of the person”, and “subjective
appreciation of life” (Veenhoven, 2000, p.11) to explain those concepts is reflective of the
capabilities and functionings definitions17.
This taxonomy, according to Veenhoven (2000), allows for all aspects of quality of life to
be considered, rather than focusing on one summary or aggregate measure. As this taxonomy
relates to tenant wellbeing, in addition to capturing aspects not readily captured by the other
domains, it also enables tenants to identify parts of their lives with which they are not satisfied,
whether or not they have realised the functionings identified in the other domains. The tenant’s

17 Atkinson, et al. (2012) however, identify Veenhoven’s quadrant conceptualisation as being more of psychological

and subjective constructs.
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agency is stressed in this domain, recognising their individual or household goals and
aspirations.

Wellbeing and Social Inclusion/Exclusion
Introducing this definition of tenant wellbeing serves to better explain how social
housing systems impact tenants in the coming chapters. The question to answer now is why
wellbeing, based on the capabilities approach, is the preferred concept over others such as social
inclusion, which is incorporated into the NHS. As I explain below, wellbeing, particularly as
described through the lens of capabilities and functionings, provides a more comprehensive
approach, not only to understand the current systems of social housing, but also to use for
designing a social housing system that does more for tenants than simply providing housing
affordability and safety.
The introduction of social exclusion as a concept in policy making is attributed to Lenoir
in 1970s France, referring to the groups of people in French society who were excluded from
employment (Allman, 2013; Rimmerman, 2013; Sen, 2000). It was then adopted by the United
Kingdom and the European Union in the 1980s, albeit with a slightly different focus on poverty
and disadvantage (Omtzigt, 2009; Raphael, 2020). The actual theoretical conceptualisation of
social exclusion is much older (Sen, 2000; Omtzigt, 2009) and throughout the years has come to
be recognised as a multi-dimensional concept along social, economic, political, neighbourhood
and spatial, individual and group dimensions (Rimmerman, 2013; Raphael, 2020). An
advantage of applying the social exclusion lens to issues of poverty and disadvantage is the
recognition that structural issues (Raphael, 2020) and government policies (Podnieks, 2006)
are the reasons for exclusion rather than individuals.
Social exclusion’s link to poverty as both a cause and result (Raphael, 2020) provides a
broader understanding of poverty than simply through an economic lens (Omtzigt, 2009; Sen,
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2000). In this way, it mirrors the capabilities approach. However, as Sen (2000) cautions, if
poverty is being seen as the deprivation of basic capabilities, the contribution of the concept of
social exclusion is more directional in terms of investigation 18 rather than helping to better
explain the nature and reasons for deprivation. To that end, social exclusion must be used for
the constructive role it can play in examining the relational features of a capability deprivation
(Sen, 2000). This remains an important element in the study of poverty and disadvantage but is
simply one reason for deprivation (Sen, 2000).
Even if the analytical framework of social exclusion offered by Sen (2000) adequately
addressed the full scope of deprivation, there is an additional challenge to using that lens. In
Canada, rather than use the language of social exclusion as done in Europe, the term social
inclusion has been adopted instead (Raphael, 2020). While some argue that social inclusion is
merely the opposite of social exclusion (Rimmerman, 2013), others draw attention to the
problematic nature of this assumption (see Labonte, 2016; Galabuzi, 2005; Raphael, 2020). In
the move to focus on social inclusion, the conflict model underpinning the concept of social
exclusion is lost, thereby losing the impact of competing interests over power and resources and
focusing less on the source of inequalities (Raphael, 2020). Uncritical studies of social inclusion,
therefore, as Galabuzi (2005) outlines, “ha[ve] emerged as a top-down policy framework used in
a very partial way to respond to the extreme manifestations of a social exclusion that threatens
social cohesion, while masking the structural causes of exclusion and so leaving them to
reproduce alienation, powerlessness, and marginalization” (as cited in Raphael, 2020, p.110).

18

To better understand social exclusion, the distinction between constitutive relevance, where the deprivation itself
is being excluded, and instrumental relevance, where one aspect of exclusion in and of itself is not detrimental but it
can cause severe exclusion in other aspects is helpful (Sen, 2000; Nevile, 2007). Similarly, one can use the concepts
of active and passive social exclusion to also understand the nature of a deprivation better (Sen, 2000; Nevile, 2007).
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CMHC’s definition of social inclusion addresses the need to reduce barriers facing
disadvantaged populations but the focus is on improving the involvement in society for those
populations. Inferred is the recognition that those barriers include structural and social factors,
and that involvement in society can be achieved in numerous ways; there is no explicit
terminology to this effect. Involvement in society, even to the degree satisfactory for the
disadvantaged group, is important as we saw above from the brief explanation of how social
exclusion contributes to deprivation; yet, having this as a primary non-housing outcome
neglects the opportunities and functionings in other aspects of people’s lives such as selfdetermination, control over one’s space and quality of life. It also requires a further layering of
concepts pulled, for instance, from the literature on social determinants of health, to focus on
how health may be improved.
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2022), social determinants of
health (SDH) comprise of non-medical influences on health equity and health outcomes. Those
determinants include: income and social protection; education; unemployment and job
insecurity; working life conditions; food insecurity; housing, basic amenities and the
environment; early childhood development; social inclusion and non-discrimination; structural
conflict; access to affordable health services of decent quality (WHO, 2022). The approach from
the WHO is not exclusive or new (Raphael, 2006), but it created global attention in 2005 with
the creation of the Commission on the subject (Wilson, 2005), followed up with its final report
released in 2008. Raphael (2006) suggests that studying determinants of health elevates the
understanding of health inequities and outcomes beyond individual circumstances and
behaviour, encouraging the recognition of structural and societal forces.
In the Canadian context, there are 17 recognised determinants based on a model
developed in 2002 at York University (Raphael et al., 2020): disability; early child development;
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education; employment and working conditions; food insecurity; gender; geography;
globalization; health services; housing; immigration; income and income distribution;
Indigenous ancestry; race; social exclusion; social safety net; and unemployment and job
security. Each determinant is important in its own right, with public policy implications which
in turn impact health outcomes and health inequities of Canadians. According to Raphael et al.
(2020), there remains significant gaps in public policy to address the inequities found in the 17
determinants, something that the authors link to the liberal welfare state typology Canada
currently falls under where social supports are scaled back in favour of the market.

Applying the Definition of Wellbeing
Tenants in social housing are a diverse population – their commonality is core housing
need – but that fact does not negate the possibility of feeling socially included, something that is
often missed in the policy discourse. In fact, some groups may be fine with being excluded in
some respects, for being included could lead to exclusion in others (Taket, et al., 2009). Tenant
wellbeing, on the other hand, is a broader and more comprehensive concept which
acknowledges the importance of social inclusion and exclusion within it in addition to other
considerations of how people live their best lives.
This chapter introduced a new definition of tenant wellbeing with the following specific
domains identified: self-determination, health, belonging, security, control over one’s
environment, and quality of life. The definition is informed by the capabilities approach which
emphasises the agency and dignity of individuals in living their lives the way they wish to, and
fulfilling the goals and opportunities of value to them. As noted in the Introduction, the list of
capabilities or domains of wellbeing have been chosen by the author, and reflects the
positionality and experience of the same. The researcher, following Alkire’s (2006) direction,
provided the background for the domain and explained how it related to the concept of tenant
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wellbeing to make it clearer as to why those choices were made and how they are understood in
this work. However, as Sen (2009) and Robeyns (2017) maintain, there is no reason why the list
cannot be changed going forward by those with lived experience to better reflect the aspects of
life they most value. In the interim, this proffered definition will serve as the lens through which
to distinguish how the social housing systems in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and
Manitoba support and enhance tenant wellbeing.
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Chapter 4: Methodology
This chapter details the research, theoretical and methodological approaches used in this
dissertation, including a critical evaluation and statement of limitations found therein. This
work is interdisciplinary, meaning that it combines the knowledge and concepts of various
disciplines from the social sciences, including public policy, political science, psychology, and
the humanities. I explain in the first section why interdisciplinarity is appropriate for housing
research, and this dissertation in particular. Next, I clarify why the General Systems Theory
(GST) was chosen as the theoretical approach to study the social housing systems of British
Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. I then outline how those provinces came to be
chosen, and the manner in which they have been studied and compared to elicit findings about
tenant wellbeing. Lastly, I describe some of the limitations and potential opportunities for
further research.

Research Approach
As mentioned in the introductory chapter, pragmatism serves as the epistemological and
ontological framework for this research, where “[r]eality is actively created as individuals act in
the world, and it is thus ever changing, based on human experience, and oriented toward solving
practical problems” (Weaver, 2018, p. 1287). Practical and complex problems in society justify
using applied research and interdisciplinary approaches. Applied research generates new
knowledge but is “directed primarily towards a specific practical aim or objective” (Gulbrandsen
& Kyvik, 2010, p.344) rather than generating theory. It also identifies and attempts to address a
real-world challenge (Kothari, 2004). In this dissertation, the goal is to operationalize tenant
wellbeing for the social housing sector and identify a principled framework to support it. This
will lend itself to the pursuit of non-housing outcomes. In doing so, this work will contribute to
the overall literature about Canadian social housing, particularly for those provincial systems
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which receive little research attention. It may also be of interest to scholars and practitioners in
other realms of social policy where wellbeing is viewed as a desirable outcome.
An interdisciplinary approach is advantageous given that housing studies is not generally
recognized as its own discipline with established theoretical approaches. Instead, it is
considered more of a topic or subject of research to which various disciplinary approaches can
be applied (Allen, 2009). Kemeny (1992) clearly articulated that researchers studying housing
should employ general social science theories and methodologies, kicking off a debate that
continues today about the ability for housing studies to generate its own theories and
disciplinary conventions (Kohl, 2018). The argument made by Kemeny (1992) and others (Kohl,
2018; Clapham, 2018; Bengtsson, 2009) highlights the multiplicity of approaches that can be
taken to study housing issues; this positions the topic well for an interdisciplinary approach.
Klein (2017) notes that interdisciplinary research has become more prevalent for a
number of reasons: the interest in examining topics that exceed the boundaries of a single
discipline; the focus on solving complex societal problems; and the opportunities brought by
new technology. Repko, et al. (2017) add that the push for more systems-and contextualthinking is also driving interdisciplinary research. This does not, however, negate the need for
disciplinary approaches, as both are necessary. The difference between a disciplinary and an
interdisciplinary approach is the way in which a particular issue is analyzed (Repko, et al.,
2017). Interdisciplinary researchers argue that a disciplinary approach limits the extent to which
an issue can be examined because it remains within the lens of that discipline, with its inherent
biases and blind spots (Repko & Szostak, 2017). By contrast, the goal of interdisciplinary
research is to integrate two or more disciplines in order to create knowledge that is more holistic
(Repko, et al., 2017).
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This dissertation brings together diverse concepts and bodies of knowledge from a
variety of disciplines. As previously noted, the concept of wellbeing as discussed here derives
from the disciplines of philosophy, psychology, and economics. Each of those disciplines have
looked at wellbeing in different ways: the origins of wellbeing and the discussion of its early
conceptualisation arises out of philosophical texts; the work by Kahneman, Diener, and others
in the area of psychology looks at what elements contribute most to wellbeing and how it is to be
best measured; and from an economics perspective, wellbeing as an alternative measure to the
GDP to assess society. The work done in 2009 by Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, all of whom are
economists, spurred much of the current work integrating wellbeing into public policy and
government decision-making.
Sen (1984) also developed the capabilities approach used here to inform the definition of
tenant wellbeing and while he did so in response to the assumptions of the time based on
economic theory about poverty and the Global South, the capabilities approach has largely
expanded in scope and study in the area of human development and poverty. Those concepts
and forms of knowledge are combined with the research from housing studies. While not
recognised as its own discipline, housing studies nevertheless represents a significant body of
research drawing from a variety of social science disciplines including sociology, urban
planning, geography, urban studies, human geography, economics, history, public policy, and
political science.

Theoretical Approach
This dissertation takes a systems approach. Looking at social housing as a system, often
thought of as a collection of interconnected components within a defined boundary, serves to
illuminate how different elements that are considered to make up the social housing system
interact with each other, and contribute to the system’s overall purpose. The function or purpose
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of a system is one of the key characteristics in defining a grouping of elements as a system. As
Meadows (2008) explains: “A system is an interconnected set of elements that is coherently
organized in a way that achieves something” (p.11). This definition is simple, yet identifies the
critical characteristics for what can be considered a system, that is, organisation,
interconnectedness, and function or purpose (Meadows, 2008; Skyttner, 2006; Hanson, 1995;
von Bertalanffy, 2015).
Skyttner (2006, p. 53) offers another useful definition: “’A system is a set of interacting
units or elements that form an integrated whole intended to perform some function.” This
makes it clear that a system becomes more than a number of parts seemingly working together
because of the way the system itself is organised (Skyttner, 2006). Interconnections exist
between the elements of a system and operate together through information flows (Meadows,
2008). Those information flows can serve to reinforce the system or disrupt it (Meadows, 2008)
and can delineate the health status of a system. The last key characteristic, a system’s function or
purpose can be much more difficult to identify (Meadows, 2008). In so far as any statement
made about the system, it is the way in which it operates that reveals the system’s function or
purpose, and works to continue itself in perpetuity (Meadows, 2008; Skyttner, 2006).
The General Systems Theory (GST) facilitates a more thorough understanding of a
particular system, such as that of social housing. GST is an interdisciplinary framework that
recognises common characteristics in systems regardless of the type and discipline (Boulding,
1956). This is helpful in relation to social housing as it enables a better understanding of its own
nature, as well as how it relates to other systems, including those that present differently.
According to the GST approach:
A system can be natural (e.g., lake) or built (e.g., government), physical (e.g.,
space shuttle) or conceptual (e.g., plan), closed (e.g., chemicals in a stationary,
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closed bottle) or open (e.g., tree), static (e.g., bridge) or dynamic (e.g., human). In
regard to its elements, a system can be detailed in terms of its components,
composed of people, processes and products; its attributes, composed of the
input, process and output characteristics of each component; and its
relationships, composed of interactions between components and
characteristics (Tien & Berg, 2003, pp.23-24 as cited in Mele, et al.,
2010, p.129).
The first characteristic is “wholeness” (von Bertalanffy, 2015), or nonsummativity
(Hanson, 1995), such that the whole is more important than the parts. This principle directly
contradicted the reductionist approach of the day which emphasised the parts of a systems as
key to understanding how a system worked. Wholeness is more important when it comes to
understanding open systems, systems which interact with systems outside of its boundary
(Meadows, 2008). Reductionist approaches work better on closed systems where all elements
and flows of information could be accounted for. Open systems, however, deal with inputs and
outputs, flows of information into and out of the system (using the process known as
throughput); information which can be different coming in and going out (Heylighen, 1998).
Systems such as social housing represent open systems with inputs from outside of itself,
resulting in outputs that also go beyond the system’s boundaries.
The interaction between a system and its environment is a critical component of GST
research. Systems exist within a hierarchy such that there are systems above and systems within
(von Bertalanffy, 2015; Meadows, 2008). Skyttner (2006) explains that
The immediate environment is the next higher system minus the system itself. The entire
environment includes this plus all systems at higher levels which contain it.
Environment may also be defined as both that which is outside of the direct control of
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the system and any phenomenon influencing the processes and behaviour of the system.
The environment can exert a degree of control over the system but cannot be controlled
by the system (p. 59).
As it pertains to social systems, Luhmann (1995) explains that the system differentiates itself
from the environment. This can not only create complexity, even though he maintains the
systems is always less complex than its environment, but directs different ways in which the
complexity is handled for both the system and environment (Luhmann, 1995). One particular
consideration is that a system is impacted by other systems in their common environment
(Luhmann, 1995), making the boundary of the system very important (Luhmann, 1995;
Skyttner, 2006). System boundaries are dynamic rather than spatial, even if one is observable
(von Bertalanffy, 1972). This is the case for social housing defined by the boundary of the type of
housing it provides, which interacts with its greater environment (e.g., welfare system, housing
system, neighbourhoods and cities).
Equifinality, the term used to explain when a common outcome was achieved using
different paths (Mills, et al., 2010), is also critical to the understanding of systems through the
lens of GST. Since system elements interact differently with each other and the environment, it
is therefore possible for equifinality. However, causality cannot be proven as it can be uncertain
which path was followed to the achieved outcome (Mills, et al., 2010). This concept explains the
difficulties being had by researchers attempting to demonstrate non-housing outcomes such as
improved education attainment or social inclusion as it is impossible to isolate social housing as
a causal factor. In fact, it is challenging even to definitively state that social housing had any part
in certain outcomes altogether. Yet, using the concept of equifinality means that identifying
causation or statistically important correlation is less important than recognising that some
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paths to outcomes, such as wellbeing, can be facilitated or hampered by the social housing
system.
Von Bertalanffy is considered the founder of the GST approach. Trained in biology, he
took issue with the focus on reductionism and closed systems in certain scientific disciplines,
particularly as they failed to explain other forms of systems, now known as open systems. His
approach to systems was initially focused on organisms, but gradually the efficacy of GST for
other types of systems was recognised. Soon GST was translated into other systems approaches
such as cybernetics and also extended to social systems. Luhmann (1995), for instance, was a
key contributor from a social sciences perspective, and Hanson (1995) has used GST to better
understand human systems, including family dynamics. Hofkirchner and Rousseau (2015, p.
xix) explain that von Bertalanffy was initially concerned with global challenges, noting that “the
crises we face are systemic in nature. To overcome those crises we need to understand how
systems work. To arrive at such an understanding we need to think systemically.” Hence, in
today’s complex world, with no clear pathway to address systemic poverty and alleviate
inequalities, GST offers a holistic theoretical framework to understand the social housing
system.
Using the concept of a system to examine social housing in Canada through the lens of
the GST provides a number of benefits. First, the theory aligns well with an interdisciplinary
research approach as it can be used to integrate ideas from different disciplines and use a
common language. Second, GST provides a way to interpret the research and describe the
findings of the different system elements of the four social housing systems in British Columbia,
Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba within a broader methodological approach as described in the
section below. Thirdly, using the language of systems translates into also taking a systems
thinking approach to social housing policy. Taking a systems-thinking approach in the context
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of policy means avoiding a linear approach to policy analysis (Crowley, et al., 2020) and
thinking of traditional system boundaries in other ways. More importantly, “[w]hen we create
(or change) a public policy, we create (or change) the structures, flows and accountabilities that
link actors in a system” (Crowley et al., 2020, p.31), thus better understanding how to design for
policy change. And lastly, creating a model of the system, in this case, the social housing system,
enables those involved in different parts of the system to remove themselves out of the system
and look at it as a whole (Meadows, 2008). As systems are sourced from paradigms, this
provides the ability to also change existing paradigms, one of the top places to intervene in a
system (Meadows, 2008) – in this case, the desired outcome for social housing in Canada.

Methodological Approach
Multiple methodological approaches for the study of systems exist. Choosing an
approach informs the entire direction for the research and the manner of study of social housing
systems. Studying only one system is a legitimate option but it could result in examination bias
or difficulties in providing generalisations (Gisselquist, 2020). The sole system or “case” study
can also result in not fully appreciating how different elements are impacted by their
environment. For this reason, comparing more than one system is advantageous. Performing
comparisons is inherent to social sciences research across multiple disciplines and as such, is
not always appreciated as a particular methodological approach. In spite of this, the
comparative method as developed in political science serves the aim of this research well.
Initially, there was no distinction between the comparative method and other methods
such as the experimental method, statistical method and case study method (Lijphart, 1971;
Anckar, 2008, Ryan, 2018). Over time, recognition of the comparative method as a legitimate
and distinct approach developed, largely due to the ability to minimise the challenges presented
by the number of variables and the small number of cases (Lijphart, 1971). The way in which the
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variables can be controlled is linked back to two of Mill’s five methods of induction outlined in
his seminal work A System of Logic (1843): method of difference and method of concomitant
variations (Lijphart, 1971). However, those five methods today may all be used. Those five
methods are:
1) the method of agreement (out of all cases with a similar outcome, identifying the
factor that is present or absent across all cases) (Ryan, 2018);
2) the method of difference (looking at cases where the outcome both occurs and does
not occur to identify the variable that explains both) (Ryan, 2018);
3) the joint method (which marries together the method of agreement and method of
difference);
4) the method of residue (which matches factors with the phenomenon to determine
which variable caused which factor); and
5) the method for concomitant variation.
The method for concomitant variation serves to understand how one identified factor (variable)
occurs. He describes this method as: “Whatever phenomenon varies in any manner, whenever
another phenomenon varies in some similar manner, is either a cause or an effect of that
phenomenon, or is connected to it through some fact of causation” (Mill 1888, p. 287).
Therefore, unlike the other methods, the method of concomitant variation looks to identify a
causal connection between the occurrence and another factor, allowing for the fact that the
occurrence can fluctuate (directly or inversely) in accordance with the variations of the other
factor.
Regardless of the method chosen, it is imperative for the selection of a small number of
cases to be clearly explained and justified (Ryan, 2018; Wesley, 2015; Wenzelburger, 2011). One
of the ways to make it easier to explain how those cases were chosen is using the most different

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

92

systems design (MDSD) and most similar systems design (MSSD) strategies (Przeworski &
Teune, 1970). The MSSD approach closely mirrors Mill’s method of difference (Anckar, 2008) in
that it involves choosing cases that are most similar to each other in order to better isolate and
understand the outcome or phenomenon of study. In contrast, MDSD looks to exclude variables
rather than control for them (as in the case of finding similar cases) (Anckar, 2008).
With respect to case selection and the challenges of finding similar cases, Canada
provides an excellent laboratory19 (Imbeau et al., 2000). Unlike country to country comparisons
which make the finding of similar cases more difficult, there are similarities across all provinces
due to Canadian history and a common institutional structure. At the same time, there is
sufficient difference among provinces due to “provincial autonomy” (Imbeau et al., 2000) in
various areas, including social housing. As Chapter 1 illustrated, by the mid-1990s, the federal
government had largely retreated from the social housing sector, leaving the provinces to
continue managing and delivering social housing. Canada has essentially 10 different provincial
systems of social housing for us to compare.
Out of those 10 systems, four were chosen for this dissertation: British Columbia,
Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. All resource-intensive economies with high levels of
intermigration, each province differs in their approach to social policy. Additionally, there is
very little study of the Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba social housing systems, thus
providing an opportunity for knowledge contribution of those systems in addition to the general
contribution to the Canadian social housing literature overall.
In explaining case selection, articulation of the goal of the research is important
(Toshkov, 2018) as is clarity on the dependent variable being studied (Ryan, 2018). In this

The article limited the discussion to only provinces, territories were not included. This is likely due to the different
constitutional nature and history of the 3 Canadian territories.
19
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instance, the goal is for theory building. Case-oriented research lends itself to theory-building
and qualitative techniques, whereas variable-oriented research tends to involve theory-testing
through quantitative methods (Ragin, 2014) The firm distinction between the qualitative and
quantitative traditions can be misleading (Ryan, 2018), as both forms of research can be both
theory testing and theory building (Ragin, 2014).
I want to explain how various elements within social housing systems impact the
system’s overall capacity to facilitate tenant wellbeing. Capacity for enhancing tenant wellbeing
is the dependent variable in this study. The four cases are compared by the extent to which they
can facilitate tenant wellbeing across the six domains of self-determination, health, belonging,
security (food, cultural, tenure, and financial), control over one’s space, and quality of life
(Chapter 2). The independent variables are the elements of the social housing systems and their
interconnections: system environment, system boundary, government actors and policy
interconnections, housing providers, and applicants and tenants. The idea is to discover how
those elements and interconnections impact the system’s ability to facilitate tenant wellbeing.
Following Wesley’s (2015) guidance, this dissertation combines both approaches to
design a comparative case study that takes into account differences among similar cases, and
similarities among different cases. However, as the study of the social housing systems
deepened, it became clearer that the cases were in fact much more similar than originally
thought, and therefore, the analysis in the end used the MSSD approach, with Mill’s method of
concomitant variations. There are indeed differences among the similar cases, notably with
some of the ways in which social housing policy is approached and rules governing applicants
and tenants. As shall be illustrated in the following chapters, the cases are quite similar with
respect to the system boundary and the definition or scope of social housing as well as delivery
of social housing, making the MSSD approach much more appropriate. Further, recognising
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that in the building of a theory of how the different elements impacted the system’s ability to
facilitate tenant wellbeing it would be completely impossible to eliminate other variables or
conditions, the method of concomitant variations was the most fitting.
Document analysis served as the primary form of data collection for the social housing
systems, performed between the beginning of 2019 and the summer of 2021. Defined by Gross
(2018) as “a form of qualitative research that uses a systematic procedure to analyze
documentary evidence and answer specific research questions” (p.545), document analysis is
often combined with other forms of data collection, such as interviews or focus groups (Gross,
2018). For each case study, the documents made available publicly on government websites as
well as governing legislation over the body responsible for social housing in addition to federalprovincial agreements, and national and provincial housing strategies were reviewed. Drawing
from my legal background, the legislation outlining the regulatory scheme for the system served
as the starting point, followed by the government policy and other documentation. This
approach provided the outline of each system within the greater provincial system and ensured
that the information gleaned about each system came first from official sources. All attempts
were made to retrieve the most recent versions of documents, however, policies regarding the
management of social housing are living documents and over the course of the document
analysis period, certain data was found to have changed. Where possible, data was updated in
the fall of 2021 and any changes were analysed accordingly.
From there, documents created by reputable sector organisations including the Canadian
Housing and Renewal Association and provincial housing associations followed by policy study
bodies such as the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives were reviewed. As the academic
literature about Canadian social housing is scant compared to other bodies of literature such as
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for wellbeing, both academic and grey literature, including recent graduate student publications
(theses, dissertations) were sought to compliment the government documentation. A broad
scan of each province’s political, social and economic environment was also conducted, with
special attention given to other systems within the welfare system and the political culture that
informed them in order to contextualise the social housing system’s environment and boundary.
The data collected through the document analysis was then coded to the system element it
belonged to. For example, eligibility and allocation of housing rules and policies were coded to
the applicant and tenants element as those rules and policies pertain to the interaction of those
actors with the system.
To deepen the understanding of the four systems, interviews were conducted with senior
government officials responsible for social housing policy (e.g., executive directors or assistant
deputy ministers), as well as senior executives of housing providers in a variety of urban and
rural settings. The rationale for limiting the interviews to more senior leaders in the sector was
due to the focus on systemic related questions, something that senior leaders must address on a
more regular basis and which those interviewed would have knowledge of beyond what can
always be read or deduced from policy and regulatory frameworks. A total of 14 interviews
across the four provinces were conducted, a smaller number than the desired 16-24 interviews
representing 4-6 executives per province. Although there were smaller numbers of interviews
conducted, there was nevertheless representation of at least 2 executives interviewed per
province. The interviews were conducted in Spring 2019. Due to the close nature of the social
housing sector in Canada, no additional detail about the executive such as their role in the sector
(government or operator) or the province in which they work is provided. This is to guarantee
the anonymity of the responses as set out by the initial agreement to participate in the interview.
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Using a semi structured interview approach, each individual participated in interviews of
approximately 45-60 minutes. According to Galletta (2013), “[s]emi-structured interviews
incorporate both open-ended and more theoretically driven questions, eliciting data grounded
in the experience of the participant as well as data guided by existing constructs in the particular
discipline within which one is conducting research” (p.45). While there will be multiple
constructs because of the interdisciplinary approach taken, the interview guide was developed to
direct the interview and ensure that it remains purposeful (see Appendix A).
The data was analysed using the inductive thematic analysis method. Where a deductive
approach is theory-driven, with the researcher developing the codes for the data before
analysing the text (DeCuir-Gunby, et al., 2011), an inductive approach is more driven by the
data itself. The themes emerge from reviewing the data, and then those themes are compared
across cases (DeCuir-Gunby, et al., 2011). The themes were then examined through the lens of
the six domains of the tenant wellbeing definition provided in the previous chapter. There was
greater alignment with the data collected and themes identified with the domains of tenant
wellbeing as they related to elements of the social housing system and, therefore, are presented
in chapter 6 as such.
To ensure the trustworthiness of the themes identified, participants were asked to review
the transcripts of their interview and provide any feedback on the thematic summaries. This
accomplished two goals: to confirm the accuracy and completeness of the transcription, and to
generate any follow up commentary not elicited during the course of the interview. Records of
participant transcripts and recordings of the interviews have been kept, as well as any notes of
disagreement by a participant, to provide an audit trail for the research (Nowell, et al., 2017).
No participant indicated any issues with the transcript of their interview or the thematic
summaries.
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Evaluation and Statement of Limitations
There is little literature that compares social housing systems within Canada. However,
there is a strong tradition of comparative housing research at a national and international level,
particularly concerning European and American systems (Wang & Murie, 2011) or between
Canada and Australia (Suttor, 2011). In the beginning, much of the research developed about
Western European systems was descriptive rather than analytic, providing the empirical
foundation for more theory-building work in subsequent decades (Oxley, 2001; Lawson, et al.,
2008). Canadian social housing literature is similarly in its infancy, and needs to grow a body of
literature across diverse disciplines. However, it is possible to mix description and analysis as
Oxley (2001) suggests is needed. This is done here by using a case-oriented comparative
approach, enabling more detailed description of the provincial systems, and then comparing the
different elements and interconnections to better understand the differences and similarities
among them.
Picking out system elements will be the easier part of the process (Meadows, 2008). The
more difficult endeavour is understanding and describing the interconnections among them,
and furthermore, for the purpose of this work, understanding how they impact tenant wellbeing.
One significant limitation in this research is that this is being done by one single individual. No
matter how well the different elements are explained, detailing the interconnections will be
limited because of my positionality as a researcher, especially from a lived experience
perspective which I do not have, nor has it been included directly in this research. It was an
intentional choice at this juncture of my research career to focus on using comparison and
interviewing those who are in positions to effect change in social housing policy rather than
involving current and former tenants and other community members who interact with the
system. To do so would have resulted in a much different approach to examining tenant
wellbeing than the one described in this chapter. This work should serve to start a conversation
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about how social housing systems could be redesigned, ideally with future research
opportunities and co-design involving those with lived experience. However, care is needed –
with all of the housing research now underway in Canada, fatigue on the part of social housing
tenants and organisations is increasing. Although their involvement is imperative, it behooves
those maintaining the current system to do some reflection and examination of what could be
changed based on knowledge gathered thus far.
While it is my intent to broaden the scope of what social housing does for those who live
within that system, there remains a paternalistic element in so far as no other form of private
housing is imprinted with the same goal. Paternalism in policy making is not a new concept, and
in fact has been, at times, used to justify the way in which the policy interventions function
(Mead, 1997). However, wellbeing as an overall policy outcome, as described in the previous
chapter, continues to shape policy in all different fields, and research into community wellbeing
and resilience would encompass all forms of housing in the housing continuum. The caution,
therefore, is to ensure that tenant wellbeing does not become a condition for social housing in
the way that other requirements for eligibility or continued eligibility have in that system or
other welfare programs. Perhaps by focusing on the system itself, rather than the individual
household, this can be achieved.
This chapter has explained the research, theoretical and methodological approaches
being used to answer the question of how best to design a social housing system in Canada that
facilitates and enhances tenant wellbeing. In particular, this dissertation examines the broad
categories of system capacity and system structure as having the potential to enhance tenant
wellbeing. These will be important concepts to recall while reading the next chapter, which
introduces and describes the social housing systems of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan,
and Manitoba.

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

99

Chapter 5: Four Social Housing Systems
Social housing in Canada is at an interesting crossroads. Reviewing the National
Housing Strategy (NHS), it is clear that the current model needs to change, particularly as it
relates to its sustainability, and that more supply is needed than ever before to ensure Canadians
across the country have safe, adequate, and affordable housing. Traditionally, social housing in
this country has served as a safety net for those unable, for whatever reason, to obtain adequate
and affordable housing in the private rental market. That role does not appear to be changing
per se, but the growing attention to measuring non-housing outcomes and the specific focus on
increasing social inclusion in the NHS through social and other forms of community housing,
certainly signals a shift in expected outcomes beyond shelter.
One of the challenges in this endeavour to see different non-housing outcomes for
tenants is that it is still predicated on how social housing is organised today. While there is work
underway to examine different components of social housing20, there remains a gap in taking a
step back and looking at social housing as a whole. Studying social housing as a system enables
this. Using a systems lens means looking beyond just the input and outputs but rather how all of
the components that make up social housing as we recognise it today in Canada are organised
and interlinked. More importantly, as outlined in the previous chapter, examining the behaviour
of the system also reveals its function or purpose, thus being able to better comprehend not only
how the system operates, but also how to effect policy change.
The examination of the social housing systems of British Columbia, Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Manitoba in this chapter enables understanding of the whole as well as the
parts, and how those parts interconnect. Derived from existing literature and the document

20 See for example the five-year collaborative partnership research grants funded by CMHC and the Social Sciences

and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) focused on the key areas of the NHS and enhancing knowledge
mobilisation of that research.
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analysis performed on the information available about each system, each section in the chapter
introduces the social housing of a particular province in full, beginning with how the system is
differentiated from its environment and the system boundary. Once the boundary and
environment provide the context for the other elements of the system, those elements and
interconnections are then examined. Those elements discussed below reflect the two significant
variables identified in the previous chapter: system capacity and system structure. System
structure is informed by the regulatory and policy framework, including the inter-governmental
agreements between each province and the federal government. System capacity refers to the
way in which tenants are supported and assets are maintained. Interconnections are identified
and each section will conclude with a summary of what the behaviour of the system reveals
about its function.

The Province of British Columbia
British Columbia is the westernmost province in Canada, and borders the Pacific Ocean,
Alberta, and the Yukon. While part of the western region of Canada, the province claims a
unique regional identity (Summerville, 2016), in part because of its ties to the Pacific Rim
(Blake, 2014). It is the third largest province in terms of population, smaller only than Ontario
and Quebec. Unlike other provinces, only a small number of treaties had been signed with the
Indigenous peoples who live across what is now British Columbia, resulting in challenges over
land rights that continue today (Summerville, 2016). Rich in natural resources and with its
coastal location, the province’s major industries include agriculture, construction, film and
television, fisheries and aquaculture, tourism, forestry, high technology, manufacturing, and
mining (Government of BC, n.d.). Most of the province’s 4.6 million people, according to the
2016 Census (Statistics Canada, 2017a) live in the Lower Mainland and as of 2018, 12.1% of the
total population were low-income (Statistics Canada, 2021). Vancouver, located in the Lower
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Mainland, is British Columbia’s most populous urban centre, and home to one of the country’s
largest urban Indigenous population (Anderson, 2019). The Lower Mainland is also where most
of British Columbia’s immigrants have settled, particularly those from Asian countries, as well
as other migrants from within the province and inter-provincially (Blake, 2014).
System Boundary
To differentiate the social housing system from its broader environment and upper
systems, the boundary for this form of housing encircles only that which is subsidised by
government, and is either owned and operated by government or non-profit organisations
partnering with government (BC Government, 2018). Outside of this boundary exists other
forms of affordable housing options, including affordable housing with a different rent structure
than social housing, supportive housing and seniors supportive housing (which has onsite
supports and services), assisted living residences, housing provided by non-profit societies and
co-operatives, and rent supplements, which provide income supplements for those living in
private market housing. Indigenous housing, depending on the degree of subsidisation of
housing, may fall within this boundary but Indigenous housing providers manage them.
In terms of the social housing stock that is captured within the boundary in British
Columbia, the majority was built before 1980. The non-profit sector operates 60,000 units21 (BC
Rental Housing Coalition, 2017) and there are 22,124 publicly owned units across 1,467
structures, as of 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2020). However, there is strong demand for more
housing. The BC Rental Housing Coalition (2017) estimates 80,000 units are required to
address the current backlog of demand that exists in the province, and 35,000 new units are
required to address the anticipated demand for all forms of affordable housing.

21 This number includes social housing and other forms of housing.
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The end beneficiaries of the social housing system in British Columbia are those living in
social housing as well as those in housing need. It is difficult to assess the demographic
information for tenants living in social housing as the only reporting number provided in
2019/2020 is the number of households assisted by BC Housing, and even that number is not
specific to social housing. According to their Annual Service Plan Report for 2019/2020, 113,183
households were provided provincial housing programming, although this includes over 70
different housing programs (BC Housing, 2020). Support via rent supplement programs is not
included in this number. With respect to those in housing need, the BC Rental Housing
Coalition (2017) estimated in 2015 that demand for affordable housing would increase by 7,000
new households per year over the next 10 years22. With 14.9% of households in core housing
need already according to the 2016 Census (Statistics Canada, 2019b), there are 25,200
households on a waitlist for social housing, close to half of which (12,300) have been waiting for
2 years or more (Housing Observer, 2020). The 2016 Census also reveals that 20.6% of
Indigenous households and 16.1% of immigrant households in British Columbia are in core
housing need (Statistics Canada, 2019b).
System Environment
Social housing exists within a larger system of affordable housing options as well as the
general housing system in British Columbia. Supply of affordable housing options, even
naturally occurring affordable housing continues to be a challenge. This is in part due to the
erosion of naturally occurring affordable housing because of financialisation (Pomeroy, n.d.), be
it as a result of investment in these forms of housing or conversion to condominiums. For
instance, while in the first four months of 2021, 17, 916 new homes were registered across the

22 These are pre COVID 19 projections.

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

103

province, the majority being in Metro Vancouver, and 3,519 purpose built rental units were
registered (BC Housing, April 2021), many of these homes remain out of reach financially.
As rental housing, social housing also fits within the residential tenancies system,
another subsystem of the province’s housing system. The tenant-landlord relationship between
BC Housing or non-profit housing providers, and social housing tenants is governed by the
Residential Tenancy Act, SBC 2002, Chapter 78 and the same rules and responsibilities apply to
both parties as a result of the Act. Any additional rules are in place by virtue of the social
housing system itself. While the rules around rent increases do not apply to social housing
tenants, in private market rental, rent increases are moderated by the provincial government
which issues the maximum allowable rent increase rate (Government of British Columbia,
2021a). Any disputes between landlord and tenant that cannot be worked out between the two
parties may be brought for dispute resolution. The Residential Tenancy Branch manages all
hearings and decisions and may address financial claims that are $35,000 or less (Government
of British Columbia, 2021a).
Social housing in British Columbia is not solely influenced by the housing system and
related subsystems. It is also impacted by larger societal forces. One such force is the
relationship between the Government of British Columbia and Indigenous governments and the
history of colonialism. After over a century of denying that territory across the province was
unceded, and where Indigenous peoples were relegated to reserves, and assimilated through a
variety of public policy mechanisms, including the residential school system, the province of
British Columbia became the first Canadian jurisdiction to adopt the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples into domestic legislation. The BC Declaration
of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act passed in late 2019 and will set a course for the province
to align all of their legislation with the 46 articles contained in the United Nations Declaration
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(Government of British Columbia, 2021b). Additionally, it creates a new framework for the
Government of British Columbia to enter into agreements with Indigenous governments
(Government of British Columbia, 2021b).
Another significant environmental influence is the milieu in which low- and moderateincome individuals and households are supported. British Columbia, like all provinces and
territories, has a number of welfare state programs and policies targeting this demographic.
Income assistance is provided to those who have exhausted all other options and have no further
resources (Government of British Columbia, 2021c). There are eligibility criteria for this
program, and with a few exceptions, is conditional on individuals searching for work for a
specific period of time (Government of British Columbia, 2021d). There is also Disability
Assistance provided to those who are financially eligible and have a diagnosed impairment
which requires assistance for daily living activities or restricts the person’s abilities to perform
such activities (Government of British Columbia, 2021e). There are also a variety of other
support programs for households with children under the age of 19 years such as the BC Child
Opportunity Benefit (Government of British Columbia, 2021f). Other programs for low- and
moderate-income individuals also exist at the federal government level.
The Government of British Columbia, in recognition of the increasing rates of poverty in
the province released TogetherBC, its first poverty reduction strategy in 2019. Confirmed in the
Poverty Reduction Strategy Act, passed in 2018, there are six action areas identified to help
achieve the target of reducing overall poverty by 25% and child poverty by 50% by 2024
(Government of British Columbia, 2021g). Those six action areas include expanding the supply
of affordable housing; supporting families; children and youth; expanding access to education
and training; facilitating more opportunities and employment; improving income supports; and
addressing social inclusion (Government of British Columbia, 2021g). As evidenced by the
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prioritization of affordable housing in the province’s poverty reduction strategy, there is a
definite recognition of the interconnection between poverty and social housing. However,
looking at the activities specific to affordable housing in the strategy reveals that there is still a
lack of integration. How the social housing system will address changes in income for those
earning minimum wage, income assistance and disability benefits is still to be determined.
Ironically, there is greater integration for activities surrounding homelessness as the strategy
specifically notes that addressing this issue is a shared mandate between the Minister of Social
Development and Poverty Reduction and the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing
(Government of British Columbia, 2019, p.29).
All of these pieces are done in the context of the province’s political culture. Political
culture informs and reinforces politics and institutions. One such institution is the provincial
welfare state (Prince, 2014). Similar to other provinces, the expansion of the provincial welfare
state came about as the provincial responsibilities increased. However, while there seems to be a
perception of a greater welfare state in the province (as opposed to other parts of Canada),
British Columbia’s assistance regime since the 1990s has largely been one of market/family
enforcement (Pulkingham, 2015). This form of assistance regime is part of Boychuk’s (1998)
typology of regimes and is noted for encouraging those in need to seek support from either the
market or family before accessing social assistance and can consist of harsh penalties for failing
to do so (Boychuk, 1998). There is high stigmatization involved in this type of regime as well
(Boychuk, 1998; Pulkingham, 2015). Pulkingham (2015) notes that in recent years, the province
has begun to move away from such harsh punitive measures in its assistance regime.
Nevertheless, there remains a positive state role as the state provides the standardized benefits
for those who are deemed eligible (Boychuk, 1998). This approach to social assistance may also,
in part, explain the province’s approach to funding for non-government organisations, where
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funding since the 1960s has generally increased (Clement, 2019). In spite of the general
increase, Clement (2019) notes, that the areas of focus have changed over the years, with a
decline on women’s issues and increase in Indigenous supports, resulting in changes in funding
for some organisations. Additionally, funding is generally not given to organisations who
predominantly exist for advocacy purposes.
System Elements and Interconnections
Government actors and policy arrangements
The BC Housing Management Commission (known as BC Housing) is the Crown
Corporation that oversees subsidized housing, including social housing, in British Columbia. It
also governs the Provincial Rental Housing Corporation which owns social housing and other
affordable housing properties in the province. In addition to subsidized housing, BC Housing is
also responsible for licensing residential builders, and research and education for the
construction sector, consumers of housing and the affordable housing sector. The Board of
Commissioners, which is appointed by the provincial cabinet, reports to the Minister
responsible for Housing and has powers conferred onto it by the British Columbia Housing
Management Commission Regulation, B.C. Reg 323/2016. Those powers include managing and
developing housing, acquiring the necessary equipment for the maintenance of housing,
administering rent supplements, providing loans and grants for the purposes of building or
repairing housing, providing social or other support services to support people accessing
housing, achieving housing stability and maintaining or increasing independence as it relates to
housing, helping first-time homebuyers and providing loans for individuals needing to change
their housing for accommodation reasons. The Board of Commissioners hires the Chief
Executive Officer and outlines that position’s responsibilities.
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The Government of British Columbia signed the Social Housing Agreement with the
Government of Canada in June 2006. The Agreement effectively transferred the administration
responsibility for 51,600 social housing units from the federal government to the province (BC
Housing, 2019). The Agreement outlines the principles under which the funding from the
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation is provided: that the funding be used for housing;
that housing income limits be set by CMHC but take into consideration the changes of cost of
living in the province; and targeted funding must be used for the targeted households as
described in the Agreement. It also clearly defines the suitability, affordability, and adequacy
standards for housing. In 2007, the original agreement was amended with respect to the funding
schedule and in 2012, rent supplement was added to the list of programs administered by the
province (BC Housing, 2021a). One further change in 2016 addressed the provision in the
Agreement about loans.
In June 2018, the two levels of government signed the 10-year CMHC-BC Bilateral
Agreement with an effective date of April 1, 2019. Over the course of the Agreement, over $990
million will be provided to maintain and build social and community housing, supporting the
priorities outlined in the Homes for BC affordability plan put out by the provincial government.
Principles related to the funding also included higher levels of transparency, energy efficiency
and accessibility in addition to prioritizing the people most in need as outlined in the National
Housing Strategy; adopting a human rights-based approach to housing; and using a gender lens
when determining housing investments.
The Government of British Columbia confirmed upon the signing of the Bilateral
Agreement that they were investing over $7 billion over 10 years, creating four new provincial
funding programs focused on community housing, supportive housing, women’s transitional
housing and Indigenous housing (BC Housing, 2018). In August 2019, the two governments
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signed an addendum confirming their intent to co-design and implement a Canada Housing
Benefit program in the province.
With respect to working with Indigenous governments on issues of housing, BC Housing
and the Aboriginal Housing Management Association (AHMA) have entered into agreements to
devolve Indigenous housing to Indigenous housing providers. AHMA, created in 1995, works
with over 40 Indigenous housing providers by way of subsidy payments and operating
agreements (BC Housing, 2021a). It is the first Indigenous Housing Authority in Canada and
through its members, supports over 5,000 Indigenous households across the province (AMHA,
n.d.). In 2013, BC Housing transferred the administration of 2,500 Indigenous housing units to
AHMA pursuant to the Aboriginal Social Housing Management Agreement signed in 2012 (BC
Housing, 2019). These units, in addition to 189 units transferred in 2004, are across the
province of British Columbia. In addition to the social housing units transferred, responsibility
and administration for emergency shelters and the Aboriginal Homelessness Outreach program
were also conveyed. This arrangement with Indigenous housing providers for off reserve
housing is unique to British Columbia and enables Indigenous housing to be led and managed
by Indigenous providers. In February of 2019, BC Housing and AMHA signed the Indigenous
Social Housing Management Agreement (ISHMA) which fundamentally updates the previous
Agreement and helps to build capacity within the Indigenous housing sector (BC Housing,
2019).
Housing Providers
The community housing sector in British Columbia, which includes social housing
providers, is broadly conceived and consists of multiple actors. According to the BC Rental
Housing Coalition (2017) the sector is a “wide range of local partners who have a stake in
building and maintaining a long-term supply of permanent affordable housing. This includes
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non-profit and co-op sector organizations and housing providers, community land trusts,
municipalities, charities and faith-based groups, as well as cause-driven private sector
organizations and financial institutions” (p.5). With respect to subsidized housing, there are
over 800 non-profit housing providers (including the four large municipal housing authorities)
that own and operate 65,000 affordable housing units across the province in addition to 7,000
homes managed directly by BC Housing (Government of Canada & Government of British
Columbia, 2021). According to the 2019/20 – 21/22 Service Plan, BC Housing plans to continue
to support non-profit and co-operative housing providers by helping them to leverage existing
capabilities and increase capacity in partnership with other organizations in the province, such
as the BC Non-Profit Housing Association (BC Housing, 2019).
In addition to working directly with housing providers, BC Housing operates the
Housing Registry for subsidized housing across the province. Non-profit or co-operative
providers of rent geared-to-income (RGI) housing may join the Registry for free (BC Housing,
2019). The Housing Registry Council, with representation from different regions within British
Columbia, in addition to standing members from BC Housing, BCNPHA and the Co-operative
Housing Federation of BC, manages the Housing Registry through which the applications for
housing are made, although individual providers can still exercise their own discretion on
choosing tenants. Applicants who apply through the Housing Registry indicate which providers
they are interested in living with which in turn gives the providers a list of prospective tenants to
choose from (BC Housing, 2019). Not all housing providers are part of the Housing Registry, in
which case, applicants wishing to live with those providers must apply directly (BC Housing,
2019).
BCNPHA exists to support social housing providers. As a membership organisation, its
mission is to strengthen the non-profit housing sector in British Columbia through “advocacy,
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education and support” (BCNPHA, 2020a, p.8). BCNPHA hosts, in partnership with AHMA and
the Co-operative Housing Federation of British Columbia, Housing Central, the province’s
affordable housing conference. In addition to dedicated education opportunities through
specific courses, BCNPHA also hosts four Regional Education, Networking and Tradeshow
events annually for the benefit of their members in different regions (BCNPHA, 2020a). The
organisation also provides asset management and policy and research consulting services to
their members (BCNPHA, 2020b).
BCNPHA often partners with BC Housing in areas of shared interest, such as their joint
work plan regarding expiring operating agreements in 2012, or provides vital information for
the provincial government to be able to act, such as through the Affordable Housing Plan
created by BCNPHA and its partners in the BC Rental Housing Coalition. Therefore, in as much
as BCNPHA is impacted by system decisions made by BC Housing, and by extension, the federal
government, it also exerts influence on how decisions may be implemented or how the sector is
impacted.
Applicants and Tenants
Due to eligibility requirements for social housing in British Columbia, it is known that
tenant households would consist of families with a minimum of two people, one of which is a
dependent child; seniors defined as age of 55 or older; persons with disabilities who can live
independently with supports; and low income single individuals and couples who are homeless
or at risk of homelessness and do not fall under the category of senior or person with a disability
(BC Housing, 2021b). From a citizenship perspective, each member of the household must be
either a Canadian citizen, a Permanent Resident, a refugee sponsored by the Government of
Canada or an individual who has applied for refugee status (BC Housing, 2021b). Adult refugees
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or permanent residents who have been sponsored privately are not eligible unless the private
sponsorship has broken down.
The gross annual income of the household must be less than the household income limits
except for senior households which have a definitive income limit based on the region of the
province in which they live (BC Housing, 2021b). With respect to assets, while individual
housing providers may set their own asset limits; for BC Housing managed social housing
properties, a household must have less than $100,000 in assets. Personal effects, bursaries for
current students, registered savings funds and equipment needed for work are not considered
assets for the purposes of eligibility (BC Housing, 2021b).
Those who are not considered eligible for social housing are forced to seek housing
outside of the social housing system. In addition to the citizenship, asset and income
requirements, there are further considerations for eligibility. In order to be eligible for the
waitlist, no member of a household must hold a conviction or been charged with sexual
interference with a child, and/or possession of child pornography (BC Housing, 2021b). If an
applicant has engaged in anti-social behaviours, behaviours that risk life safety, and nuisance
behaviours that would be considered a breach of a tenancy agreement (BC Housing, 2021b),
they are denied eligibility. Furthermore, eligibility is denied if applying households have poor
landlord references; provide fraudulent information or documentation; fail to provide required
information or documentation. Further eligibility is denied where there is a reasonable belief
that a member of the household is engaging in criminal activity or is assumed to make their
housing situation worse deliberately, However, those households are provided with an
opportunity to explain how they are still suitable tenants (BC Housing, 2021b). For households
applying who have previously lived in social housing, they will be denied if they owe money to
BC Housing or any housing provider who is a member of the Housing Registry and are not
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already in a payment arrangement, or if their previous tenancy was ended because of a
substantial breach (BC Housing, 2021b).
Tenants are, of course, impacted by the many interconnections listed above. They are
further impacted by the rules governing social housing tenancies in British Columbia. While
some of those rules arise out of the residential tenancies system, such as paying rent on the first
of every month and not interfering with the enjoyment of other tenants, there are a number of
rules unique to social housing. Tenants must advise if their family size changes, even
temporarily, or if they have a change in income (BC Housing, 2017). On an annual basis, tenants
must provide a Declaration of Income and Assets to their landlord. This confirms the family size,
income and assets for the household (BC Housing, 2017); three months of documentation to
support the declared income and assets must also be provided (BC Housing, n.d.). During the
year, tenants may have guests stay with them but for no longer than 14 days in the year without
prior approval (BC Housing, 2017).
Even prior to moving into social housing, the lives of tenants are governed by allocation
of housing rules. Social housing is allocated based on priority of need, with applicants
categorized in to five types. Within each category, applicants are listed by the date of their
application (BC Housing, 2021b). The first category includes applicants who are experiencing
homelessness or living in a shelter and facing a severe risk to their health and safety (BC
Housing, 2021b). The second category focuses on applicants with serious health, medical and
social needs, including those at risk of experiencing homelessness or dealing with family
violence (BC Housing, 2021b). Applicants with housing need that is not as severe as those in the
first two categories such as those living in temporary accommodations fill the third category (BC
Housing, 2021b). The fourth category is for those applicants with low housing need or a
specialized housing need; and the last category is for those applicants who are more appropriate
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for low end market units because of their income (BC Housing, 2021b). Individual non-profit
housing providers may prioritize applicants differently and give primacy to those escaping
family violence, are experiencing homelessness, or having significant health issues (BC Housing,
2021b).
While the funding provided by the federal government and BC Housing subsidizes the
low rents required in social housing, social housing providers also receive revenue in the form of
the rent paid monthly by social housing tenants. Rent is 30% of the household’s gross annual
income where a household includes any person 19 years of age or older. There are certain forms
of income, such as student scholarships, that are subtracted from the gross household income
amount for the purposes of determining rent (BC Housing, 2017). There is a minimum monthly
rent amount such that households with minimal income must still pay the minimum rent even if
30% of their calculated income is lower. For any households receiving social assistance, a flat
rate is applied for rent instead of the 30% (BC Housing, 2017).
Tenants with BC Housing as their landlord are able to access Housing and Health
Coordinators and Tenant Support Workers (BC Housing, 2021b). Access to such a program is
unique in British Columbia, particularly with such a strong level of government involvement.
Coordinators help connect tenants with health-related services such as mental health support,
addictions counselling, and family violence support (BC Housing, 2021b). Tenant Support
Workers can help tenants complete forms as needed, work through goals and planning related
to employment or education, assist with resume writing and job strategies and address tenancy
issues (BC Housing, 2021b). BC Housing also has a number of other community development
related programs available for tenants living in their directly managed properties (BC Housing,
2021b).
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System Function
It is clear by the way in which the system is organised and operates that the primary
function of the social housing system in British Columbia is to provide affordable shelter to lowand moderate- households, but only to those who meet all of the conditions of eligibility and
tenancy. However, with the introduction of tenant supports, albeit only in BC Housing managed
housing, there seems to be also a secondary formal function to assist those who face barriers to
maintaining long term successful tenancies and ensure those tenants connect with appropriate
supports and services.

The Province of Alberta
The province of Alberta is situated between British Columbia and Saskatchewan and borders the
Northwest Territories at its northern border. It became a province in 1905. Alberta is the fourth
most populous province in Canada (behind Ontario, Quebec and British Columbia) and is the
most populated of the three prairie provinces with just over 4 million people as of the 2016
Census (Statistics Canada, 2017b) and as reported in 2021 by Statistics Canada (2021), 7.1% of
the population is low-income. There are three treaty areas across the province: Treaty 6, 7 and 8
and it is home to 45 First Nations and eight Métis settlements. Its capital city, Edmonton,
located in the north-central part of the province, is one of the three cities in Canada with the
largest urban Indigenous population (Anderson, 2019).
Known for its oil and gas sector, other main industries include petrochemicals, agrifoods, information and communication technologies, tourism, financial services, interactive
digital media, cleantech, aerospace and defense, industrial manufacturing and green building
products (Invest Alberta, n.d.). However, the oil and gas sector has largely defined the province’s
economy, resulting in significant boom and bust cycles (Wood, 2015), and managing the
resource has been a major focus for the provincial government (Sayers & Stewart, 2016).

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

115

System Boundary
The social housing system in Alberta is largely defined by the Alberta Housing Act, RSA
2000, Chapter A-25, as amended. The Act creates the Alberta Social Housing Corporation as
well as the framework for housing management bodies, the entities that manage social housing
on behalf of the Government of Alberta. Various regulations accompany the Act, some of which
are specific to the activities and responsibilities of housing management bodies, and others
specific to creating the regulatory framework for the administration of social housing
accommodation, which in Alberta refers to community housing, seniors lodge accommodation
and seniors self-contained accommodation. Seniors lodge and self-contained accommodation is
targeted to seniors households, generally those 65 years of age or older while community
housing is social housing available generally to all ages and types of households.
While the province also funds two rent supplement programs, and the regulations for
those programs fall under the Alberta Housing Act and are administered by housing
management bodies, rent supplement provides income assistance only to those living in private
market rental housing and are therefore, outside of the scope of the social housing system. Near
market or affordable housing, which is not included in the social housing regulatory framework,
is also outside of the social housing system. Similarly excluded is permanent supportive housing,
which integrates supports for addictions and mental health in housing delivery. Some housing
providers are also engaging in mixed income housing, whereby rents vary between deeply
subsidized (similar to rent geared-to-income), near market and market rents. It is more difficult
to determine how mixed-income housing integrates into the social housing system and there is
no one approach to income mixing (Moore & de Vos, 2018; HPC, 2020); for the purposes of
describing the social housing system in Alberta in this chapter, it will be considered out of scope.
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The province of Alberta experiences strong boom and bust cycles due to its reliance on
oil and gas revenue. With provincial revenue at low levels (at the time of writing), the economic
outlook of the province is further compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic. There is increasing
demand for social services, particularly social housing but numbers are not yet available.
According to Statistics Canada (2019b), 11.4% of Albertans lived in core housing need, 18.5% of
Indigenous households were in core housing need, and so too were 12.4% of immigrant
households. In 2018, based on the Canadian Household Survey, 13,000 households out of the
total of 1,612,600 households in the province were on a waiting list for social and affordable
housing and 5,400 of those had been waiting for 2 or more years (Household Observer, 2020).
With respect to those living in social housing, the Government of Alberta reports that
43,500 Albertans were living in regulated social housing as of 2019 (SHS Consulting, 2020). To
put those numbers in context of available units, as of 2016, Alberta had 33,870 publicly owned
social and affordable housing units across 6,729 structures (including single and semi-detached
homes, row houses and multifamily buildings) (Statistics Canada, 2020).
System Environment
While the province’s political culture is marked strongly by western alienation and
populism (Sayers & Stewart, 2016), it is also significantly influenced by the early American
immigrant population as the province established itself (Wiseman, 2011). This influence brought
forward a form of traditional conservatism which emphasizes individuals over the collective
(Wood, 2015) and created greater aversion to social democracy in comparison with other
provinces (Wiseman, 2011; Wood, 2015). There have been, and continue to be, significant
tensions between successive provincial and federal governments, largely borne out of the fight
over control of the province’s natural resources (Sayers & Stewart, 2016) as well as ideological
views on the use of national programs, and the province often takes an adversarial approach in
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its intergovernmental relations with the federal government. When oil was discovered in the
province in 1947, this further shaped feelings of Western alienation and the province’s role in
creating economic prosperity for the country in the form of equalization payments. While
Alberta is unique with 44 years of governance by the same political party, its politics are not
completely hegemonic and there are strong rural and urban divides, as well as a strong divide
between its two major cities, Edmonton and Calgary (Sayers & Stewart, 2016). Increasing
migration to the province is also creating some further political dissonance.
This political environment has influenced the broader housing and social systems in the
province. As Wood (2015) explains, there is a strong sense of support for those considered the
deserving poor, that is, those for whom being poor is outside of their control with a much
smaller degree of support for those considered underserving. With respect to social assistance
programs, there are two distinct programs in Alberta: the Alberta Works Income Support
program and the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH). AISH is designed as a
permanent income replacement for those between the ages of 18 and 65 years of age determined
unable to work permanently due to a disability (Government of Alberta, 2021a). The benefits for
AISH are the highest in the country, although eligibility is stricter than in other provinces due to
the requirement of a permanent inability to work (Wood, 2015). There is a stream for those
unable to work in the Alberta Works Income Support program, but it largely provides low levels
of assistance with the goal of motivating people to return to the workforce either directly or after
training/upgrading of their skills (Wood, 2015). The levels of social assistance through Alberta
Works are low and have not kept in line with increased costs of living, resulting in increased
dependencies on food banks and a greater number of people experiencing homelessness (Wood,
2015; Kneebone & Wilkins, 2020).
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According to Kneebone and Wilkins (2020), 66% of Income Support cases involve single
adults and 26% involve single parent households with one child. For single adults receiving
Income Support from Alberta Works in 2018, their annual income totaled $8,106, which is not
sufficient in any Albertan community to pay for basic needs, including housing and food
(Kneebone & Wilkins, 2020)23. The single parent household would have received $19,927
annually which, including rent, barely covers basic needs depending on the community in which
they live (Kneebone & Wilkins, 2020). Therefore, it can be assumed that a large number of
households receiving Income Support would seek to live in social housing.
While there are no formal statistics, there are significant numbers of households
receiving AISH living in social housing. As AISH ends at the age of 65, the interconnection
between AISH and social housing accommodation in Alberta is limited to community housing.
Not prescribed in legislation, there is nonetheless a Ministerial Order that outlines to
management bodies that rent is not to be calculated using the full monthly amount of AISH but
rather applying an exemption of $638. Consequently, rent is calculated based on 30% of the
remaining $950 which was the previous AISH monthly payment amount until it was increased
in 2014 under the Redford provincial government. Both Alberta Works and AISH are programs
managed by the Ministry of Community and Social Services. That Ministry is also responsible
for the provincial homelessness funding. It is unclear how much the Ministry of Seniors and
Housing, and the Ministry of Community and Social Services (and their previous iterations)
interact when addressing policy issues facing social housing.
Recognizing the increasing number of people experiencing homelessness, the
Government of Alberta established the Alberta Secretariat for Action on Homelessness in 2008.

23 This is not unique to Alberta. Kneebone and Wilkins (2019) report that low levels of assistance for single people is

consistent across all provinces.
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The Secretariat was tasked with creating a plan to end homelessness in 10 years (The Alberta
Secretariat for Action on Homelessness, 2008). The plan adopted the Housing First philosophy,
ensuring that people were housed and then provided wrap around supports to address the
barriers that kept them in chronic homelessness and established expectations for common
language and measures to be used throughout the province. While homelessness did not end in
2019 as anticipated by the Secretariat’s Plan, significant decreases have occurred, with the City
of Medicine Hat declaring an end of chronic homelessness in that city in mid-2021 (Press,
2021).
The provincial government also established Alberta’s Social Policy Framework in 2013
(Government of Alberta, 2013). This Framework focused on eliminating child poverty in the
province over 5 years and reducing poverty overall in 10 years (Government of Alberta, 2013)
and helped launch the province’s poverty reduction strategy. The Framework represented a shift
in social policy in the province but largely ended upon the resignation of the then Premier,
Alison Redford in 2014 (Wood, 2015). Although the Progressive Conservative dynasty ended in
2015, the newly elected New Democratic Party (NDP) government did not pursue the
Framework.
The NDP government did, however, establish the province’s first housing strategy,
releasing the Provincial Affordable Housing Strategy in June 2017. As Alberta’s first affordable
housing strategy, it is directed at all forms of affordable housing, including supportive housing
and those affordable housing programs which fall outside of the purview of the Alberta Housing
Act but with which the Ministry is still involved through operating grants and agreements
(Government of Alberta, 2017). The purpose of the Strategy was “[t]o guide the public system as
it provides safe and suitable affordable housing for low-income households” (Government of
Alberta, 2017, p.2). Consequently, its strategic directions focused on creating a more responsive
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and sustainable system, providing better access to tenant supports, helping with housing
transitions throughout the housing continuum, supporting seniors who wish to age in place,
expanding into mixed-income models and creating a dispute resolution mechanism for tenants
to address issues.
With a change of government to the United Conservative Party in 2019, and a different
focus on government spending, there has been little movement on any of the Strategy’s key
activities. Instead, in summer 2020, the Government of Alberta appointed an Affordable
Housing Review Panel to review the role of the private sector and government in delivering
affordable housing, including social housing in the province. On December 11, 2020, the
Government of Alberta released the Panel’s report and announced they were accepting all 19
recommendations. Recommendations include creating a provincial strategic plan for housing,
transferring property currently owned by the provincial government, and simplifying processes
(SHS Consulting, 2020). The Government of Alberta themselves have noted that moving
forward, its role will move from “owner and controller to partner and funder” (Government of
Alberta, 2021b).
System Elements and Interconnections
Government actors and policy arrangements
The Alberta Social Housing Corporation, established through the Alberta Housing Act, is
a Crown corporation. Its function is to own and administer social housing assets in Alberta and
allocate funds for capital projects. It also manages intergovernmental agreements relating to its
housing assets (Government of Alberta, 2019). It is not involved in the direct delivery of any
social housing and is largely a property-owning vehicle. Funding for social housing from both
the federal and provincial governments flow through the Corporation (Government of Alberta,
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2019) but the policy activity relating to social housing in the province is done through the
Ministry of Seniors and Housing.
The Alberta Social Housing Corporation, as represented by the Ministry, interfaces today
with the federal government in relation to funding. While the federal government was devolving
its responsibility to provincial governments in the mid-1990s, Alberta did not sign its Social
Housing Agreement (SHA) with CMHC until 2016. The SHA replaced all previously existing
agreements between CMHC and the Alberta Social Housing Corporation, and transferred the
ownership, administration and management of numerous properties which, until then, had been
owned and managed by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, including the full
ownership of 15 social housing projects (Government of Alberta, 2020). Funding arrangements
for the support of existing social housing units were also made under the SHA for the next 18
years. The funding is pursuant to specific principles set out in the SHA: requiring the funding to
be directed to targeted households and binding the province to using the household limit
thresholds as determined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. The SHA also
transferred the administration of funding for co-operatives to Alberta.
The 10-year Bilateral Agreement between the federal and Alberta governments was
signed in April 2019. The goal of the Agreement, and associated funding of $678 million over
the period of the Agreement, is to maintain existing, and expand, social and community
housing24 in the province (Government of Alberta, 2020). It requires cost matching by the

24 In this instance, community housing is defined in the bilateral agreement as: “means community- based housing

that is owned and operated by non-profit housing corporations and housing co-operatives or housing owned directly
or indirectly by provincial, territorial or municipal governments or district social services administration boards and
includes Social Housing” (p. A-2) and social housing as: “means Housing, the administration of which was on April 1,
2019 within a "Program" in Schedule C to Social Housing Agreement (SHA) between CMHC and ASHC dated June
30, 2016 and is still within a "Program" in Schedule C to the SHA at the times of the commitment and use of the
CMHC Funding for it. However, Housing that was or is only within either of the following is excluded: "Program No.
2: Rent Supplement Program"; "Program No. 6: Rural and Native Homeownership Program"; and Includes any unit
in Housing under this Agreement intended to replace a Unit of Existing Social Housing; excluding existing PT
unilateral housing” (pp. A-3 – A-4).
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Provincial government to the federal funding and will also require incorporating a human
rights-based approach and a GBA+ lens to housing (Government of Alberta, 2020). Similarly to
the SHA, there are certain principles associated with the funding including the promotion of
social inclusion through mixed-income or mixed-use housing, the creation of liveable and
inclusive communities that are close to amenities, the creation of environmentally sustainable
housing, all while increasing transparency and accountability in the governance of social and
community housing. The Government of Alberta, via the Alberta Social Housing Corporation,
must provide action plans that outline how they will meet the targets for housing units and
outcomes as set out in the Bilateral Agreement. An addendum to the Agreement addressing the
Canada Housing Benefit will be established between the two governments.
Alberta has not been engaged in Indigenous housing in the same way as other provinces
(such as British Columbia and Ontario). While there are Indigenous peoples living in social
housing, there is no sense of how many as it is not a question required for accessing social
housing, and is therefore, not collected. However, there are Indigenous housing providers that
exist outside of the Alberta Housing Act and who engage in “For Indigenous, By Indigenous”
housing25. Owned and governed by the Métis Nation of Alberta, the Métis Urban Housing
Corporation provides housing to low- and moderate-income families in urban centres across
Alberta (Métis Nation of Alberta, 2020). The Métis Nation of Alberta also owns the Métis
Capital Housing Corporation. Established in 2007, the Métis Capital Housing Corporation
manages the residential properties in addition to overseeing the Family Reunification Centre as
well as an Edmonton-based Senior’s Lodge (Métis Nation of Alberta, 2020). The Treaty 7 Urban
Indian Housing Authority provides housing to low- and moderate-income Indigenous

25 For Indigenous, By Indigenous is the language being used by the Indigenous Caucus of CHRA in their call for a

dedicated National Indigenous Housing Strategy.
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households looking for housing in Lethbridge, Calgary and Cardston (Treaty 7 Urban Indian
Housing Authority, 2021). Indigenous led, it is a non-profit registered under Alberta’s Societies
Act and receives subsidies from the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (Treaty 7 Urban
Indian Housing Authority, 2021).
Housing Providers
The delivery of social housing and property management of the social housing assets is
done through housing management bodies. Created under the Alberta Housing Act by way of
Ministerial Orders, there are 100 housing management bodies across Alberta (Government of
Alberta, 2019) who deliver some combination of community housing, senior’s self-contained
and/or lodge accommodation (typically in the larger centres, such as Edmonton and Calgary,
community housing is solely provided for by some management bodies and others solely focus
on seniors and lodge accommodation; some also administer the Province’s rent supplement
programs). Each management body is given specific responsibilities and governance powers
under the Management Operation and Administration Regulation, AR 243/1994 but ultimate
oversight remains with the Minister.
Management bodies largely manage social housing assets currently owned by the
Government of Alberta in addition to assets owned by the municipality in which they operate.
This creates a complex arrangement of funding for both operational components of
management bodies, as well as capital projects and maintenance related to government owned
housing stock. The majority of Alberta’s social housing stock is 35 years or older (SHS
Consulting, 2020) meaning many assets are getting close to the end of their lifecycle, and
requiring extensive repairs. Under the Management Operation and Administration Regulation,
management bodies must provide a 3-year operating budget and 5-year capital budget annually,
whereby the Ministry has ultimate approval in the form of the operating grant they provide.
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Those operating grants are intended to balance out a management body’s operating budget on
an annual basis because the costs exceed revenue due to the subsidised rents. Management
bodies are also bound by the other regulations under the Alberta Housing Act which dictates
how they manage their tenancies in addition to adhering to the Residential Tenancies Act, SA
2004, Chapter R-17.1.
Applicants and Tenants
Alberta does not have a general registry or portal for applicants. Those interested in
applying for social housing must complete the application form for the management body who
manages the housing in the area in which they live (or want to live). Management bodies are
enabled under the Management Body Operation and Administration Regulation to set
residency requirements for applicants, resulting in different rules across the province in this
regard. However, the rules regarding eligibility and tenancies for social housing are much more
standardized. The rules govern the landlord-tenant relationship, there is no prescribed mandate
for management bodies to provide any other form of services, although most seniors housing
has additional programming. Management bodies who manage community housing, and
provide additional supports or partnerships with other agencies, do so without additional
funding.
The criteria for eligibility for social housing is found in the Social Housing
Accommodation Regulation, AR 244/1994. For community housing, which excludes seniors
social housing accommodations and senior lodge accommodations and rent supplement
programs, a household must be in core housing need, have assets not exceeding $25,000, are
Canadian citizens, permanent residents, refugees sponsored by the Government of Canada or
individuals who are in the process of applying for refugee or immigration status and for whom
their private sponsorship has broken down. To be eligible for seniors self-contained
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accommodation, a household must be in core housing need, be functionally independent and
meet the citizenship requirements as for community housing. For seniors lodges, a household
must also fit the same citizenship requirements, be functionally independent and meet any other
eligibility requirements put in place by the management body.
Core housing need is defined in the Social Housing Accommodation Regulation for both
non-senior and senior households in that they must not be able to obtain or sustain suitable and
adequate housing without paying over 30% of their adjusted income as per the Regulation on
rent and that their total annual income, as defined for both non-senior and senior households,
are below the income limit thresholds set for the municipality where the social housing
accommodation is located. Suitability is also prescribed and speaks to the number, ages and
genders of individuals sharing bedrooms.
Once a household is determined to be eligible for social housing, it is then evaluated for
priority of need. In Alberta, subject to the Social Housing Accommodation Regulation, priority
of need is determined by a household’s point score, and available units are then allocated
according to which household has the most points. Points are given for the number of
dependants which can include individuals up to 25 years of age; the percentage of income being
paid for rent unless they pay 30% or less in which case, they do not receive points; if the
household is homeless or escaping family violence; if there are situations of overcrowding or
shared accommodations; if the health of the household is compromised by their current
accommodation; and for the utilities currently paid by the household. The date of the
application only factors in when there is more than one household with the same number of
points. If a household’s circumstances change while waiting for placement, their point score can
also change, either putting them higher on the list or lower.
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When a tenant moves into a social housing unit, in addition to abiding by all the tenant
covenants contained in the Residential Tenancies Act like all other tenants across Alberta, there
are additional obligations. These obligations are to be made part of the tenancy agreement
between their management body landlord and themselves as per the Housing Accommodation
Tenancies Regulation, AR 242/1994. They are first required to confirm that they provided all
the requisite information to the landlord and that they understand that the information is
subject to verification and will determine the amount of rent that they are to pay on a monthly
basis. They are obligated to provide notice to their landlord if their household income, assets or
composition changes and that their rent may be adjusted accordingly. Additionally, as
management bodies are required by the Social Housing Accommodation Regulation to verify
income on an annual basis, households must provide the necessary information (as deemed by
the management body) for the verification to occur.
For households living in community housing where no member is receiving any form of
social assistance, rent is 30% of the household’s total annual adjusted income. The total annual
adjusted income, which includes income from any member of the household 15 years or older,
does not represent the true total annual income as the Social Housing Accommodation
Regulation sets out a number of forms of income that are to be excluded from the total annual
income amount, for example, child tax benefits, GST rebates, and the gross employment income
of any dependant attending school full-time in addition to a $1200 overall deduction if there are
children in the household. Rent is based solely on household income, there is no differentiation
by size of household, and therefore size of the unit. The minimum rent allowed is $120. Rent
calculation for senior households housing is 30% of their adjusted income. Adjusted income is
prescribed in the Regulation and involves deducting certain types of income from the total
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annual income. Rent and monthly income is calculated differently for lodge accommodation so
to leave a minimum of $315 a month as disposable income for the lodge resident26.
Except for the senior lodge accommodation, the reasons for terminating a tenancy, such
as non-payment of rent or a substantive breach of the tenancy agreement, as set out in the
Residential Tenancies Act apply. Tenancies may also be terminated, according to the Housing
Accommodation Tenancies Regulation, AR 242/1994, if the household is no longer eligible for
social housing. This means that where a household is no longer in core housing need, has assets
exceeding $25,000 or has a household member that does not fit the citizenship requirement,
they must move out of their social housing accommodation.
System Function
Alberta has organised its social housing system to be very locally driven, with housing
management bodies in the driver’s seat for delivery. However, it has also codified nearly all rules
for social housing in regulation, thus cementing its function to provide safe and affordable
housing to low- and moderate-income households without any formal consideration for any
social inclusion (as defined by the NHS) or wellbeing factors.

The Province of Saskatchewan
Similar to Alberta, Saskatchewan is a relatively young province having also been created
in 1905. It borders Alberta and Manitoba and the Northwest Territories. There are 33 First
Nations living in what is now called Saskatchewan, under Treaties 2, 4, 5, 6, 8 and 10
(Government of Saskatchewan, n.d.a). Agriculture and agri-value, forestry development,
manufacturing, minerals, mineral exploration and mining, energy, life sciences and biomass in

26 The amount of $315 is the current amount as of 2021. The Act does allow for it to be changed depending on

prescribed circumstances.
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addition to oil and gas are the provinces main industries (Government of Saskatchewan, n.d.b).
Saskatchewan is increasingly becoming a more urban province with small farming taking a
lesser role but remains quite dependent on its natural resources (Rasmussen, 2016). It is also
thought of as primarily Prairies, resulting in Northern Saskatchewan, which has a much
different natural and cultural environment, and largely populated by Indigenous peoples, often
being overlooked (University of Saskatchewan, 2021). Saskatchewan, along with Alberta, was
imagined as a British province, with English having dominance in public institutions (McNichol,
2016).
The province of Saskatchewan has a relatively small population given its size at over 1
million people according to the 2016 Census (Statistics Canada, 2017c) and 13.5% of persons
living in the province live in low-income (Statistics Canada, 2021). Increasingly, the province is
becoming less rural and more suburban, with significant growth in the two major cities, Regina
and Saskatoon (Rasmussen, 2016). This growth is in large part due to the significant economic
growth experienced in the province since 2007 (Government of Saskatchewan, 2011) although
that economic growth began to slow in 2015 (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2019). The
percentage of households in core housing need, as reported in the 2016 Census, was at 13.4%
(Statistics Canada, 2019b) where 28.0% of those households were Indigenous and 13.6% were
immigrant households (Statistics Canada, 2019b). 2,600 households were on the wait list for
social and affordable housing in Saskatchewan, with 400 of those households having been on
the list for 2 years or longer according to the 2018 Canadian Household Survey (Household
Observer, 2020).
System Boundary
In the province of Saskatchewan, the Social Housing Program, as it is referred to, serves
low-income individuals, seniors, those 55 years of age or older, and families (Saskatchewan
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Housing Corporation, 2021a). While it is anticipated that seniors and those living with
disabilities will need social housing in the long term, it is expected that families take advantage
of economic opportunities and live in social housing for the short-term until they can afford to
live in the private rental market (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). A distinguishing
feature of the Social Housing Program, as opposed to other housing programs in the province
such as the Seniors Housing Program and Affordable Housing Program, is that rent is set at
30% of the household’s income (Government of Saskatchewan, 2020). In terms of housing
assets, publicly owned, Saskatchewan had a total of 17,822 units across 4,840 structures, the
majority being single detached or semi-detached (Statistics Canada, 2020).
System Environment
Its early days as an agriculture-focused economy significantly informed the province’s
early political culture (Rasmussen, 2016) marked by social democracy and a focus on
cooperatives (Leeson, 2001; Rasmussen, 2016). It is recognized as the “birthplace of Medicare”
(Leeson, 2001) as part of its socialist history. Over the years however, as the rural and small
farming communities began to decrease in size and number, and with the push of neo-liberalism
in the 1980s, the political culture shifted, becoming more like other Western provinces in terms
of its middle class conservatism (Rasmussen, 2016). Today, with the increasing recognition of
Indigenous self-governance, one of the defining aspects of culture in the province is the
relationship between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations (Leeson, 2001).
The strong agrarian economy in the province’s early history also created significant
challenges during the Great Depression (August, 2015). These challenges resulted in the
emergence of Saskatchewan’s social assistance program, first administered by municipal
governments under funding arrangements with the provincial government, and then delivered
and funded directly by the provincial government upon the creation of the new Social Assistance
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Plan (SAP) in the late 1960s and early 1970s (August, 2015). The SAP was replaced in 2019 by
the Saskatchewan Income Support program which pays for basic needs and provides shelter
benefits based on size of household and other circumstances. The province also administers the
Saskatchewan Assured Income for Disability (SAID) which is for those with “significant and
enduring disabilities” (Government of Saskatchewan, 2021a).
As with other provincial systems, there is a clear link between social assistance and the
social housing systems. Households receiving Saskatchewan Income Support (SIS) pay rent at a
lower level than the shelter amount in their assistance payments so they can also pay utilities
(Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a) while those receiving benefits from the Provincial
Training Allowance, SAID, Transitional Employment Allowance or the SAD programs, pay the
larger amount between the shelter allowance amount and the minimum rent (Saskatchewan
Housing Corporation, 2021). Those receiving SIS may also receive additional benefits for
heating, if natural gas is not available where they live) and to help maintain housing in rental
accommodations (Government of Saskatchewan, 2021b). The SIS Program may also provide
households with security deposit amounts to help obtain housing (Government of
Saskatchewan, 2021b).
The social housing system is also clearly understood by the provincial government as an
element of the provincial housing system. Although the 2019-2022 Action Plan was borne out of
the specific National Housing Strategy requirements as set out in the Saskatchewan-Canada
Bilateral Agreement, the initial provincial strategy identified social and affordable housing as
part of the housing continuum available to all Saskatchewan people (Saskatchewan Ministry of
Social Services, 2011). The vision for this strategy, which was for the entire housing system in
the province was “Saskatchewan people have access to homes that enhance their well-being,
build local communities, and contribute to a growing province” (Saskatchewan Ministry of
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Social Services, 2011, p.10). The Strategy recognizes that one of the important components of
housing overall is personal wellbeing, such that people are better able to contribute to their
communities (Saskatchewan Ministry of Social Services, 2011). Specifically, for those in housing
need, the Strategy speaks to the importance of meeting both housing need and support needs,
and identifies certain actions relating to addressing gaps that currently exist between both types
of needs. This eight year strategy was translated into an action plan on which the Government of
Saskatchewan has reported (Government of Saskatchewan, 2021c). The Ministry of Social
Services is also responsible for all other aspects of housing, including homeownership programs
and building standards and licensing (Government of Saskatchewan, 2021d). Similarly as in
other provinces, the social housing system falls under the larger residential tenancies system,
whereby issues with landlords are all heard by the Office of Residential Tenancies.
System Elements and Interconnections
Government actors and policy arrangements
The Saskatchewan Housing Corporation Act, RSS 1978, Chapter S-24 establishes the
Crown agency known as the Saskatchewan Housing Corporation. Governed by a Board of
Directors appointed by the Lieutenant Governor in Council, the Corporation is meant to
(a) to evaluate housing needs and conditions and the adequacy of housing
accommodation in Saskatchewan;
(b) to promote, encourage and undertake the development of measures that will provide
adequate housing options for all Saskatchewan residents and will increase the
affordability of housing to those in need;
(c) to undertake, facilitate and promote the development of housing accommodation for
senior citizens, the disabled and other groups or persons who require assistance;
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(d) to promote, undertake and facilitate the repair, rehabilitation and improvement of
housing accommodation;
(e) to encourage and promote public and private initiatives in housing matters;
(f) to promote the innovation of new housing types, construction methods and forms of
housing ownership and the evaluation of their application to housing needs in
Saskatchewan;
(g) to stimulate and encourage research, education and constructive competition within
the housing industry; and
(h) to carry out any of the duties and functions related to any housing program assigned
to it by the Lieutenant Governor in Council (section 13, Saskatchewan Housing
Corporation Act).
The Saskatchewan Housing Corporation became responsible for the administration of all
social housing units in the province when the Governments of Saskatchewan and Canada signed
the Social Housing Agreement in March 1997, transferring 33,000 units that were previously
administered by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (Government of Saskatchewan,
1997). This signing of the Agreement was the first one in Canada following the 1996 Federal
Budget which had announced the devolution of social housing to the provincial governments
(Government of Saskatchewan, 1997). In addition to the administration of social housing, the
responsibility for the administration of Metis housing was also transferred to the Saskatchewan
Housing Corporation (Walker, 2009). Between 1998 and 2001, the Saskatchewan Housing
Corporation negotiated with the Metis Nation to transfer administration of such housing to
Metis housing providers; an arrangement that remains in place today (Walker, 2009).
The Saskatchewan Housing Corporation signed the Canada-Saskatchewan Bilateral
Agreement with the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation in April 2018. As with the
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agreements with all other provinces and territories, the Bilateral Agreement outlines the targets
and outcomes aiming to reduce housing need and increase housing access and bring more
transparency to the housing sector in the province. Specific targets for the province under the
course of this Agreement include: “16,448 units continue to be offered in social housing, of
which 12,813 will be available to address the needs of households with low incomes; No net loss
of units designated as Indigenous. Of the total number of social housing units, 512 are
designated as Indigenous housing; 249 of these units will remain available for households with
low income; Develop new and innovative ways to regenerate housing to contribute to a 15 per
cent expansion of units (2,467) above the baseline number (16,448 units); and at least 20 per
cent of the baseline number of social and community housing units repaired (3,290 units)”
(Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2019, p.19). Saskatchewan was the first of the four
provinces to launch their Saskatchewan Housing Benefit (cost-shared as per the requirements
for the Canada Housing Benefit).
In 2019, the Government of Saskatchewan released their 2019-2022 Action Plan
pursuant to the Bilateral Agreement, the first of three (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation,
2019). The Plan recognizes the challenges facing the government in addressing housing need,
particularly as half of the provincial population reside outside of the four major centres and with
additional challenges facing Northern Saskatchewan which has limited community housing
options and, often, private market rental options (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2019).
Through a variety of initiatives, including the Housing Benefit, the Government of
Saskatchewan is aiming to assist 19,629 households currently in housing need (Saskatchewan
Housing Corporation, 2019).
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Housing Providers
The Social Housing Program is carried out by local housing authorities across 270
different communities in the province (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021b). Public
housing authorities, as they are defined in the Saskatchewan Housing Corporation Act, are
incorporated under the powers of this Act. The Minister appoints the members, sets their terms
and designates the chair and vice-chair. Public housing authorities also administer the Seniors
Housing Program and Life Lease Housing for Seniors program on behalf of the Corporation.
Although the Social Housing Program is administered by local housing authorities, the
framework governing the social housing rules is based on policy developed by the Saskatchewan
Housing Corporation (2021a), and not prescribed in regulation.
Applicants and Tenants
Households, be it individuals (including seniors) or families must have a gross income
below the set income limits and a valuation of assets below the limit for their type of household
(senior: $300,000; non-senior individual or family: $50,000; requiring an accessible unit: no
limit) (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). Assets include cash, investments, real
estate, retirement savings, vehicles (unless the primary vehicle is worth less than $30,000),
business assets, tools used for work and any personal assets worth more than $10,000
(Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). Households must be able to live independently
but may still receive community or family support (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a).
Members of the household must be legally entitled to reside in Canada and not be here on a
temporary basis (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). There are distinct categories for
who is considered a child (who must be residing in the household for at least 50% of the time), a
full-time student and a dependant, an individual with a permanent physical or cognitive
disability or a senior entirely financially dependent on the household (Saskatchewan Housing
Corporation, 2021a). Households are asked to provide landlord references or, where those are
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not available, character references (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). Households
who are not eligible for the Social Housing Program may apply for other housing affordable
housing programs (Government of Saskatchewan, n.d.). If a non-senior household is no longer
eligible, they may be asked to terminate their tenancy (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation,
2021a).
Social housing is allocated based on housing need. Housing need is determined by
housing adequacy: defined by whether the household homeless or living in accommodation that
“puts their health or well-being at risk” (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a, p. 5);
suitability; and affordability: are current shelter costs more than 30% of the household’s gross
income. Households are allocated points to determine the degree of housing need (with the
highest point score denoting the highest need). Points are provided for being homeless, living in
accommodations that present concerns for health and safety such that the housing is in poor
condition, makes a health problem worse or is not suitable for someone with a physical
disability, overcrowding, paying over 30% of their gross household income on shelter costs
(including utilities) and are victims of family violence (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation,
2021a)27.
Tenants living with a local housing authority are still bound by the Standard Conditions
that apply to all tenants and landlords in the province under The Residential Tenancies Act,
2006, SS, Chapter R-22.0001, as amended. Security deposits for new tenants are less than $400
but if households cannot afford the full amount, they must pay $125 at the time of lease signing
and then pay the remainder over the next two months (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation,
2021a). They must also report any issues with their units, abide by pest control requirements
and refrain from smoking or vaping (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). Tenants may

27 There is no publicly available information outlining what points exist for each category.
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make changes to their units with the housing authority’s permission but must change it back
before moving out (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). Tenants are also obligated to
provide all income information for every member of their household with the exception of
children on an annual basis (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a).
Rent is based on 30% of the household income’s gross income with the exception of
those households receiving provincial social assistance of some kind. There are various forms of
income that are excluded from the calculation set out in the Social Housing Program Handbook
(Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a) and include income from any children 18 years or
younger, child tax benefits, GST rebates, scholarships or bursaries and the Saskatchewan
Housing Rent Supplement. If a boarder is living with the household, so long as their personal
income is included in the household’s overall income, income received for room and board is
also excluded (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). Households with children are also
entitled to an employment deduction in their income calculation so long as the parents in the
household are employed or seeking employment (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a).
Households who receive income from the Provincial Training Allowance, Saskatchewan
Assured Income for Disability Program, Transitional Employment Allowance, or the
Saskatchewan Assistance Program pay the greater amount between the set shelter allowance
amount or the minimum rent set by Saskatchewan Housing Corporation (Saskatchewan
Housing Corporation, 2021a). Those who receive Saskatchewan Income Support pay a lesser
amount that is below the shelter allowance so that they have the ability to also pay for their
utilities (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a).
In addition to the reasons set out under the Residential Tenancies Act, tenancies may be
terminated upon one month’s notice if the household fails to provide income information as
required, including a change from receiving social assistance, if they allow someone outside of
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their household to move into their home and refuse to relocate to another unit upon the request
of the housing authority because that unit is more suitable, usually in the case of household size
(Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a).
System Function
Based on this review of the system, its function is to provide affordable housing for lowand moderate-income households. However, this is in the context of the provincial
government’s view that it is integral to community wellbeing, and thus, a sub-function of this
system can be considered to be about building wellbeing, at least at the community level, but
perhaps not at an individual level as envisioned by the tenant wellbeing definition.

The Province of Manitoba
Manitoba is the most central of the Prairie or Western provinces in relation to the rest of
Canada. The province’s land is covered by seven treaties with Indigenous peoples: Treaties 1, 2,
3,4, 5, 6, and 10 although there are some First Nations who are not a signatory to any treaty
(Government of Canada, n.d.). Treaties 1 and 2 were signed in 1870 with the others being
entered into in later periods of the province. Today, the province is home to Canada’s largest
urban Indigenous population, most of which is located in its capital city of Winnipeg (Anderson,
2019). Other populations that settled in the province, namely the Mennonite, Icelandic, Jewish
and Ukrainian communities from Russia also helped to the diverse population in the early days
of the province.
Remaining virtually unchanged for decades (Hajer, 2020), as of the beginning of this
decade, Manitoba had an overall population of nearly 1.2 million people (Statistics Canada,
2017d) with 15.3% of persons living in low-income according to the low income measure after
tax (Statistics Canada, 2021). Manitoba had the highest percentage of households in core
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housing need of all four provinces at 15.3% according to the 2016 Census. Out of 498,900
households across the province, 3,000 are on a waiting list for social or affordable housing, 700
of which have waited for 2 or more years (Housing Observer, 2020), although MacKinnon
(2020) estimates there are 7,000 households on the Manitoba Housing wait list. Also as
reported by the 2016 Census, 21.0% of Indigenous households and 11.8% of immigrant
households were in core housing need (Statistics Canada, 2019b).
Across Manitoba, there are 35,000 units of social and affordable housing divided
between those operated by non-profit organisations and cooperatives and those operated by
Manitoba Housing (Cooper, 2017). According to the survey done by Infrastructure Canada,
there are 17,507 publicly owned units (Statistics Canada, 2020) and according to Cooper (2017)
almost all (98%) of the 17,500 units are operated as social housing with rent geared-to-income,
whereas only 20-30% of the 17,500 units operated by non-profits and cooperatives are rent
geared-to-income. While 1,700 new units were built in Manitoba between 2009 and 2016, a
large number of existing units were also made unavailable, resulting in a net total of 1,172 units
added during that period (Brandon, 2018). Offering a critique of those numbers, Brandon
(2018) states many of the new built units are assigned affordable rents which remain
unaffordable for most of the low-income population, and because the rent supplement program
prohibits using those funds in housing that are owned or subsidized by Manitoba Housing,
many units remain empty.
System boundary
Manitoba Housing provides for a number of housing programs, the largest of which is
the Social Housing Rental Program (Government of Manitoba, 2021a). The Program is designed
to assist those in core housing need to obtain rental housing. This is based on their household’s
gross income, ensuring rent remains affordable as according to the standards set by CMHC
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(Government of Manitoba, 2021a). While individual members must be able to live
independently (with or without supports), Manitoba Housing also provides referrals to and
coordination of supports as part of the Program (Government of Manitoba, 2021b). Manitoba
Housing also provides Social Housing Assisted Living Program at Ellice Place as part of their
social housing programs. That Program provides rent geared-to-income rents for seniors in
Winnipeg with additional services (Government of Manitoba, 2021c).
According to the Government of Manitoba, social housing is also provided through a
variety of other programs that involve collaboration with non-profit and private housing
providers. Those programs include Cooperative Housing, whereby a certain number of units are
allocated using 30% social housing rent geared-to-income or monthly fixed rates; however, coop members must still purchase an equity stake in the co-operative (Government of Manitoba,
2021d). The Government also provides funding to Private Non-Profit housing which, like
Cooperative Housing, enables a certain number of units within the complex to be offered at
social housing rents (Government of Manitoba, 2021e). Rent Supplement, whereby the
household lives in housing managed by a private landlord, but whose rent is determined as if
they lived in social housing is also on the list (Government of Manitoba, 2021e). The Sponsor
Managed Social Housing program enables Manitoba Housing to work with non-profit providers
who manage Manitoba Housing owned assets to deliver social housing based on 30% rent
geared-to-income or fixed rates for those receiving Employment and Income Assistance
(Government of Manitoba, 2021e). And lastly, there is the Urban Native Non-Profit Housing
program which enables urban native non-profit organizations to provide social housing to
Indigenous peoples in urban centres in housing need, including through the rent supplement
program (Government of Manitoba, 2021e). For the purposes of this examination of social
housing, only the Sponsor Managed Social Housing Program will be considered within the
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boundary of what is considered social housing in Manitoba. This is because it is the only form of
housing program that does not involve rent supplements, and is most like the program delivered
directly by Manitoba Housing.
System Environment
Wesley (2016) argues that Manitoba’s political culture is defined by its moderation.
Consisting of a diverse population and diversified economy and located in the country’s
geographic centre, Manitoba is a microcosm of Canada in many ways (Wesley, 2016). This
moderate approach is also reflective in its approach to public policy development (Simpson,
2015). Its major industries include advanced manufacturing (including food processing),
aerospace, agribusiness, creative industries, education, energy and environment, financial
services, furniture and building products, information and communication technologies, life
sciences and biotechnology, mining and minerals, tourism, transportation and distribution
(Government of Manitoba, 2021f).
As with other provinces, Manitoba’s social housing system is part of the larger rental
system that is governed by the province’s Residential Tenancies Act, C.C.S.M. Chapter R-119.
This means that certain disputes with Manitoba Housing are addressed using the remedies
available under that Act, and both tenants and Manitoba Housing are bound by its rules and
obligations. Similarly with other provinces, the social housing system also interconnects with
the province’s larger welfare state programming, in particular its Employment and Income
Assistance (EIA) program as those who receive EIA are also provided with Rent Assist benefits.
These benefits pay for rent and utilities (if not included in rent) if living in the private market;
however, those living in social housing may still receive Rent Assist at a lesser amount
(Government of Manitoba, 2021g).
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With respect to other systems, while the policy and service delivery interconnections are
less visible, Manitoba is in the unique position of being able to analyse data at the Population
Research Data Repository held by the Manitoba Centre for Health Policy at the University of
Manitoba. The Data Repository houses various forms of administrative data, including those
from the health, justice, education and social/family systems and have been de-identified which
allows for the data to be connected by individual, but without identifying who that individual is
(University of Manitoba, 2021). Combined with data from Manitoba Housing, this allows
researchers to test assumptions about the use of different systems by those living in social
housing. Recent research matching the general population with those applying for, or living in
social housing managed by Manitoba Housing demonstrated that health reasons were the fourth
most popular reason for applying to social housing and that applicants were more likely than
members of the general population with similar income, gender and other indicators, to be in
poor health (Hinds et al., 2016, 2018). Similarly, while there is a small dip in use when
applicants first move in, as the tenancy stabilizes, there is no significant decrease in the use of
healthcare services (Hinds et al., 2019). The researchers conclude that while stable and
affordable housing may make accessing healthcare services easier (thus, not decreasing use), it
is the fact that the tenants were in poor health as they became tenants that were the larger
determinant of use (Hinds et al., 2019).
With respect to policy alignment, Manitoba’s Three-Year Action Plan makes it clear that
there are linkages between social housing and poverty reduction. Released in 2019, Pathways to
a Better Future is the province’s poverty reduction strategy for which the whole of government
is responsible (Government of Manitoba, 2019). There are six priority areas within the strategy:
“1) investing in Manitoba’s future prosperity through supports to children and youth; 2) working
together to improve health outcomes and standard of living; 3) promoting economic inclusion
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through employment, education and training; 4) facilitating partnerships and supporting
community-based organizations; 5) strengthening client-centred service delivery; and 6) making
positive change through social innovation” (Government of Manitoba, 2019, p.10). In addition,
the Government of Manitoba (2019) expresses that this strategy is part of the response to the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, with a strong commitment to reconciliation within the
strategy. Affordable housing figures prominently under the second priority area in the strategy,
with an acknowledgement that meeting housing needs is an “important component of poverty
reduction” (Government of Manitoba, 2019, p.40). The Social Housing Rental Program is also
specifically mentioned as one of the initiatives under priority area 5, which notes that affordable
and quality housing is critical for the well-being of social housing tenants.
System Elements and Interconnections
Government actors and policy arrangements
The Housing and Renewal Corporation Act, C.C.S.M. Chapter H-160 establishes the
Manitoba Housing and Renewal Corporation which operates as Manitoba Housing. While
Manitoba Housing is governed by a Board of Directors, it is nevertheless considered a division of
the Department of Families and takes policy direction from the Department. The Department of
Families is also responsible for child and youth services, the Employment and Income
Assistance Program and community services delivery (Government of Manitoba, 2021h).
Manitoba Housing is mandated by the Housing and Renewal Corporation Act to:
(1) enhance the affordability of, and accessibility to, adequate housing for
Manitobans, particularly those of low to moderate incomes or those with specialized
needs; (2) maintain and improve the condition of existing housing stock; (3) ensure
there is an adequate supply of housing stock in Manitoba; and (4) stimulate the
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activities of the housing market to the benefit of Manitobans as a whole (Government
of Manitoba, 2021i, n.p.).
It also sees itself as having a role: to promote community development and create opportunities
for people to engage in activities that promote well-being and social inclusion where they live”
Government of Manitoba, 2021i, n.p.).
In addition to governing Manitoba Housing, the Board of Directors also appoints
members of a Rural and Northern Housing Authority who may be from the following groups:
tenants living in a unit managed by that Rural and Northern Housing Authority; tenants living
in a unit owned by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation in the area; tenants living in
seniors housing; the Manitoba Métis Federation or similar association in the area, the
community council in the area, and a resident to be the chairperson. However, unlike a Housing
authority which delivers housing, a Rural and Northern Housing Authority is an agent of the
Corporation and carries out duties as directed by the Corporation.
The Manitoba Department of Families and Government of Canada signed the CanadaManitoba Bilateral Agreement in 2019. The Bilateral Agreement, which took effect April 2018,
represents a 10 -year investment of just under $450.8 million with $225.4 million coming from
the Government of Canada and just under $225.4 million cost-matched by the Government of
Manitoba. This investment, on top of the $269.2 million investment pursuant to the Social
Housing Agreement signed in 1998, will focus on maintaining the existing 23, 417 community
housing units in Manitoba (Government of Manitoba, 2019). As with the Bilateral Agreements
with other provinces and territories, the Government of Manitoba is set to receive funding from
the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, which is to be cost-matched with funding from
the Province, so long as they create a three-year action plan outlining how they will be
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addressing the targets and outcomes set out in the Agreement for the preservation and
development of community housing.
The three-year action plan was released by the Government of Manitoba in March 2020
after community and partner consultation. The Government of Manitoba also looked at what
came out of the consultation done for their Poverty Reduction Strategy, notably the importance
of affordable housing (Manitoba Housing, 2020). There is recognition of the number of
Indigenous households served by Manitoba Housing28 as well as in core housing need in the
province, and therefore, have committed to seeing social housing as “a platform for advancing
reconciliation and housing Indigenous Manitobans in a manner that is culturally sensitive and
restorative” (Manitoba Housing, 2020, p.4). There is also acknowledgement of the need for
supports to ensure successful tenancies (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
The funding received under the Bilateral Agreement will be directed towards the
Manitoba Priorities Housing Initiative and Canada Community Housing Initiative (Government
of Manitoba, 2020). As part of their focus to support capacity building for the sector, Manitoba
Housing will continue to transfer management of Manitoba Housing assets to housing providers
in the community. As of the end of 2020, it is anticipated that 12% of Manitoba Housing’s social
and affordable housing stock (1,600 units) will have been transferred, with plans to transfer a
further 2,550 units moving forward (Government of Manitoba, 2020). There are also
commitments to invest in improving existing housing stock as well as providing subsidies to
social housing providers and Urban Native Housing for operational purposes (Government of
Manitoba, 2020). There is also a strong commitment to using social enterprises (Government of
Manitoba, 2020).

28 As disclosed by Manitoba Housing (2020), this is more anecdotal than actual numbers as identification of

Indigeneity is voluntary.
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The Manitoba Métis Federation had a large role in delivering social housing in rural
Manitoba from the 1970s until 2012 when the Government of Manitoba resumed oversight of
those housing units (Manitoba Métis Federation, 2021). In 2013, the Federation, in partnership
with the Government of Manitoba, began to offer affordable housing. However, in 2018, the
Métis Nation Housing Accord was signed which will broaden the scope of housing over 10 years
that the Federation will construct and be responsible for; such housing includes seniors housing,
more affordable housing and social housing (Manitoba Métis Federation, 2021).
Housing Providers
Manitoba Housing directly delivers a significant amount of the social housing in the
province. In addition to their head office in Winnipeg, the province’s capital city, there are
numerous leasing offices across the province. Manitoba Housing has prescribed policy that
governs how social housing operates in the province although it is not clear if that policy fully
extends to the social housing under the sponsor managed program with housing providers and
authorities.
Housing authorities or a Rural and Northern Housing Authority may be incorporated
upon the request of a municipality and with a resolution from that municipality’s council and
the Board of the Corporation, and the approval of the Lieutenant Governor in Council. The
Board of the Corporation, with approval of the Lieutenant Governor in Council, also incorporate
a housing authority or a Rural and Northern Housing Authority as a body corporate and politic
with no share capital. The Board also appoints the members of housing authorities and may
consist of individuals from any one or all of the groups allowed for in the Act: a tenant living in a
unit managed by the housing authority, a resident of the municipality where the housing
authority operates, a representative of the Province of Manitoba, and/or a representative of the
Government of Canada. Housing authorities have the power to acquire or construct, and
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manage housing accommodation for low-income individuals and families, act as an agent for the
municipality or for the Corporation in matters relating to public housing, and operate housing
projects. Housing authorities are also designated in the Act as a non-profit corporation.
As operating agreements on existing social housing stock expire, it will be important to
have some sort of subsidy in place to enable social housing units. It is clear that some of that
funding will come through via the cost-matched funds as a result of the Bilateral Agreement
(Government of Manitoba, 2020). However, it is not yet clear what impact the increased use of
sponsor management agreements will have, devolution of assets, nor on the push for mixedincome housing (as set out in the Action Plan) as there is little mixed-income housing now in the
province. Housing authorities will clearly continue to interact with Manitoba Housing in matters
of funding, management of assets, and the modernisation of the sector but it is uncertain how
those interactions will impact the system.
The Manitoba Non-Profit Housing Association (MNPHA) is a membership organisation
for 100 non-profit housing providers across 23 different communities in the province (MNPHA,
2021). In addition to supporting their members through a variety of programs, supports and
professional development opportunities, MNPHA also does advocacy on behalf of their
members (MNPHA, 2021). The organisation is also identified by Manitoba Housing as integral
to their plan to support capacity building in the sector, including brokering amalgamation
(Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Applicants and Tenants
Social housing is available for individuals, families and seniors that meet the criteria set
out by Manitoba Housing. To be eligible, applicants must be in core housing need (Government
of Manitoba, 2021a); have their total adjusted income for the household be under the income
limits set by Manitoba Housing for the Social Housing Rental Program (Government of
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Manitoba, 2021a); be able to live independently but are allowed supports (Government of
Manitoba, 2o21a); and must satisfy citizenship criteria where they are Canadian citizens,
permanent residents, refugee claimants or have legal status to be in Canada for work or living
purposes (Government of Manitoba, 2021a). However, international students and those
sponsored under the Family Class criteria are not eligible unless that sponsorship has broken
down and those individuals are receiving social assistance (Manitoba Housing, 2020). The
income limits are set by community and the number of bedrooms required by the household
(Government of Manitoba, 2021a). Once tenants, households must continue to meet the
eligibility requirements and provide the required information to demonstrate continued
eligibility annually (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Manitoba Housing policy involves conducting interviews with prospective tenants not
only to properly introduce the program, but also to ascertain if that household requires any
additional supports to be successful in their tenancy (Manitoba Housing, 2020). While requiring
any additional supports does not render an applicant household ineligible, it may help
determine what type of unit is the best suited for that household (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Prior to the interviews, applicants must provide their rental history. Having a negative rental
history does not necessarily preclude eligibility but Manitoba Housing reserves the right to
decline the offer of housing if the rental history is significantly concerning (Manitoba Housing,
2020). Former tenants may also apply while still owing arrears to Manitoba Housing but must
have paid them in full or be in compliance with a payment arrangement before housing is
offered (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Following the National Occupancy Standards, households are matched with units that fit
the bedroom needs based on their household composition (Manitoba Housing, 2020). Children
who live with a particular household for at least 40% of the time will be allocated bedrooms as
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will children who are in temporary custody of the child welfare system but who are to be
reunited with their parent(s) within a two year period (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Determination of the order in which available units are offered to applicants are based on
highest core housing need (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
In addition to the regular obligations of a tenant pursuant to the Residential Tenancies
Act, tenants living under the Social Housing Rental Program must provide income information
at any time during the tenancy upon request (Manitoba Housing, 2020). The Tenancy
Agreement contains all of the conditions of tenancy (such as paying rent on the first of every
month). Tenants are responsible for paying for electricity directly, but all other utilities costs are
included in the rent payment made to Manitoba Housing. If, for whatever reason the tenant
does not pay the utility charges to the utility provider or Manitoba Housing, the tenant may be
found in breach of their tenancy agreement (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Tenants must provide notice to the housing provider of an absence longer than the
period permitted by the housing provider (Manitoba Housing, 2020). Such absences, without
adequate justification, such as for educational or employment reasons, may result in a reevaluation of housing need (Manitoba Housing, 2020). Guests are permitted so long as they do
not remain as a guest beyond a month’s time unless approved by the housing provider
(Manitoba Housing, 2020). Tenants moving in Manitoba Housing owned properties do not pay
a security deposit, but will be charged for any damages noted in the condition of unit inspections
or upon move out (Manitoba Housing, 2020). And lastly, providing any false information about
household composition or income will result in a loss of tenancy (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Manitoba Housing uses 30 percent of total adjusted income as the method of calculating
rent unless the household is receiving EIA (Manitoba Housing, 2020). Income from all adults,
including roommates is included except for dependents under the age of 22 years and
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dependents between the ages of 22 and 25 who are attending school full-time (Manitoba
Housing, 2020). A minimum rent standard based on the province’s minimum wage is
established and no rent amount, regardless of the household’s income level, may fall below that
standard (Manitoba Housing, 2020) with the exception of those on Employment Income
Assistance, in which case, pay the equivalent of the Rent Assist amount for that program
(Manitoba Housing, 2020). Tenants may ask for an adjustment of the rent rate and subsidy if
their annual adjusted income decreases more than 10% and such an adjustment will be in place
for three months, unless special circumstances apply and are accepted by Manitoba Housing,
before the rent amount reverts to its original setting; rent is not adjusted because of seasonal
work because it is already taken into consideration in the calculation for the rental rate
(Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Supporting low-income households in core housing need and promoting successful
tenancies are the two objectives of the Manitoba Housing social and affordable rental housing
programs. However, Manitoba Housing also expects that tenants who have the capacity to do so,
transition to the private market as soon as possible although it is recognised that some
households may have such housing on a more permanent basis (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
Manitoba Housing also provides tenant supports in the form of Tenant Service Coordinators.
This team within Manitoba Housing assists with case management, advocacy, community
building and referrals to other supports or services (Government of Manitoba, 2021b). In some
cases, property managers with Manitoba Housing also provide the same function (Manitoba
Housing, 2021b). Manitoba Housing also supports tenants who wish to establish tenant
associations as well (Manitoba Housing, 2021b).
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System Function
Based on the way in which this province’s system is organised and operates, there
appears to be more than just a sole function of providing affordable housing. However, even
though there appears to be a strong secondary function in providing supports and services, this
should be taken into consideration of the formal expectation that social housing should be, for
most households, a temporary housing solution. Therefore, the function of those supports and
services for many would be in service of that expectation, rather than overall tenant wellbeing.
A review of the environments, boundaries, elements and interconnections of social
housing systems in the provinces of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba
illuminates the function of each system. Each system functions to provide affordable housing or
shelter for those determined most in need of assistance. This outcome does not surprise given
the policy development in social housing across the decades, however, it does raise the question
of how the systems as they exist today will be able to pivot to support other outcomes, such as
tenant wellbeing. Tenant wellbeing, across the domains of self-determination, health, belonging,
security, control over one’s space, and quality of life, represents a different framework goal-wise
than simply the provision of affordable housing. This does not preclude the possibility of
elements in the four systems, or how they interconnect with their environment or other
elements from being beneficial for the goal of facilitating tenant wellbeing. This will be explored
further in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6: Comparing Systems and Implications for Tenant Wellbeing
The social housing systems of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba
were introduced as individual case studies in the previous chapter. Doing so served to present
each system as it functions based on the information and documentation available and without
any commentary or analysis. Each case study demonstrated the primary function of each system
was to provide affordable housing to those in housing need. Yet, as outlined in Chapter 3, the
comparison of systems provides an opportunity to identify best practices and common
challenges. Both are integral to the objective of this dissertation: to design a social housing
system that best facilitates tenant well-being.
One key finding is the degree of similarities between each system, far more than is
inferred based on the different ways in which social housing is delivered in each. The first
section of this Chapter provides an overview of those findings based on the system elements and
interconnections identified for each province in the previous Chapter. The findings of the
system boundaries, environments and specific elements are presented with a discussion of how
each aspect impacts tenant wellbeing based on wellbeing and social housing literature and
informed by the thematic analysis of the interviews conducted. Where there are significant
differences between provinces, those are highlighted.
The second section focuses the discussion through the lens of the six domains of tenant
wellbeing outlined in Chapter 2: self-determination, health, belonging, security, control over
one’s space, and quality of life. The arrangement of this section according to domain is for ease
of reading as different elements of the systems impacted the same domain. In this way, the
focus remains on tenant wellbeing, rather than getting lost among the various elements and subelements of the four social housing systems. This section consists of data collected through the
document analysis and findings from the interviews conducted with the 14 senior executives
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representing each province’s social housing sector support the findings throughout29.

Information from the literature on wellbeing and social housing was used here to contextualise
those findings.

Comparing Systems
Incorporating key details from Chapter 3, the table below provides easy reference
comparing the four social housing systems.
Table 2
Summary of elements

Federal/
provincial
Agreements

Ownership of
Social Housing
Assets

British
Columbia
Social Housing
Agreement
(2006)

Alberta

Saskatchewan

Manitoba

Social Housing
Agreement
(2016)

Social Housing
Agreement (2011)

Social Housing
Agreement
(1998)

Bilateral
Agreement
(2018)

Bilateral
Agreement
(2019)

Bilateral
Agreement (2019)

Bilateral
Agreement
(2019)

Provincial
Rental Housing
Corporation

Alberta Social
Housing
Corporation

Saskatchewan
Housing
Corporation

Manitoba
Housing and
Renewal
Corporation

Aboriginal
Housing
Management
Association

Non-profit
housing
providers

Non-profit
housing
providers
Driver of Policy

Crown
Corporation

Ministry
department

Crown
Corporation

Crown
Corporation

The senior executives are not identified by province as the numbers are too small and there is a risk of keeping the
anonymity of the participants.
29
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Housing
Strategy
Introduced

2006 – entire
housing system
2016 – refresh

2017 –
affordable
housing only

2011 – entire
housing system

2016 –
consultation
and
development of
strategy –
recognition of
wellbeing

Management of
Social Housing
Assets

BC Housing

Management
bodies

Housing
authorities

Manitoba
Housing

Non-profit
housing
providers

Housing
authorities
Non-profit
housing
providers

System
Boundary
Income
Requirements

Assets

Citizenship
Status Allowed

RGI units

RGI units

RGI units

Eligibility Requirements
Household
Household
Household
Income Limits
Income Limits
Income Limits
Seniors –
defined regional
limits
$100,000
maximum

Canadian
citizen,
Permanent
Resident
(except where
privately
sponsored
unless private

$25,000
maximum
(non-senior
households)

$50,000
maximum (nonsenior
households)

No limit –
senior
households

$300,000
maximum (senior
households)

Canadian
citizen,
Permanent
Resident
(except where
privately
sponsored
unless private

No limit for those
needing an
accessible unit
Legally entitled to
live in Canada on
a permanent basis
(e.g., Canadian
citizen,
Permanent
Resident,
government

RGI units

Household
Income Limits

No limit

Canadian
citizen,
Permanent
Resident
(except where
Family class
sponsored
unless
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Other

sponsorship has
broken down),
government
sponsored
refugee or
applicant for
refugee status

sponsorship has
broken down),
government
sponsored
refugee or
applicant for
refugee status

sponsored
refugee)

Criminal
conviction for
sexual
interference
with a child or
child
pornography

Core housing
need

Poor landlord/
character
references

Residency

sponsorship has
broken down),
refugee
claimants, those
with legal status
to work or live
in Canada
except for
International
students
Core housing
need
Negative rental
history (may
render
ineligible
depending on
severity)

Engagement of
anti-social
behaviours in
the past

Balance
outstanding in
relation to
former social
housing tenancy
(will delay
housing
allocation)

Poor landlord
references
Belief applicant
may be
engaging in
criminal activity
Balance
outstanding in
relation to
former social
housing tenancy
Termination of
previous social
housing tenancy
because of
substantial
breach
Allocation of
Housing

Categorisation
in 5 groups with
date order

Codified point
score system

Policy established
point score system

Highest in core
housing need
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giving priority
in each group
Continued
Eligibility

Household
Income Limits

Household
Income Limits

Household
Income Limits

Household
Income Limits

System Boundary
The social housing systems boundaries in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and
Manitoba do not differ significantly. Notably, the systems are defined by the same form of rent
calculation, rent geared-to-income (RGI), and targeted towards those in greatest need for
housing that is safe and affordable. By virtue of the requirement of units in the system being all
targeted to the same socio-economic households, the boundary also manifests physically
whereby social housing complexes are concentrated low-income housing. The boundary exists
because of the operating agreements used to fund social housing development in the 1960s to
1980s, as they required all units to be rent geared-to-income.
This RGI boundary reflects the need to create a definition and measure of affordability.
RGI is inherently linked to the concept of housing affordability such that it ensures that a
household does not pay over the acceptable percentage of their total gross income on rent. For
the purposes of social housing, this results in rent that will be 30% (or less) of a household’s
total gross income, and thus be considered affordable. Affordability is a major goal of the social
housing system, but as a concept, housing affordability is far from simple. The most commonly
referred to definition of housing affordability is the one put forward by Maclennan and
Williams: “[a]ffordability is concerned with securing some given standard of housing (or
different standards) at a price or a rent which does not impose, in the eyes of some third party
(usually government) an unreasonable burden on household incomes” (as cited in Haffner &
Heylen, 2011, p.595). Flowing from this definition, housing affordability is considered to consist
of affordable housing; yet affordable housing only makes sense if there is a discussion for whom
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it is affordable, confirmation of the standard of affordability, and for what period of time (Stone,
et al., 2011). Confusion arises when people speak about affordable rents in social housing. As
Stone et al. (2011) explain, “declaring a goal or obligation to set ‘affordable rents’ or calling a
rent affordable… will not necessarily either assure that they are truly affordable to low-income
households or yield sufficient rental income for the housing to be economically viable or both”
(p.12). Another significant challenge is the consideration of housing standards which are
generally not considered in the affordability measure. And further, the “normative standard of
affordability [versus] empirical analysis of housing costs in relation to incomes” (Stone et al.,
2011, p.14).
Determining the measure of affordability as a percentage of income originates from the
work done in the 19th Century to create scientific laws out of expenditure patterns for household
spending (Hulchanski, 1995). In Canada, the unwritten rule of one month’s rent equal to one
week’s wages became a ratio set initially at 20% of household income and set at 30% in the
1980s (Hulchanski, 1995). It has remained unchanged since then. Canada was not the only
country to adopt this measure, or the percentage; countries such the UK, Australia and the
United States have also used the ratio approach to define housing affordability. While the
measure remains in use, there are significant concerns with its overwhelming simplicity, and
true representation of affordability. A small body of literature has developed to provide
alternatives to the ratio measure which takes better account of the life being lived by a particular
household.
Stone (2004) offers the shelter poverty approach as one alternative. Here, disposable
income is used in conjunction with non-housing costs ensuring a “basic level of adequacy”
(Stone, 2004, p.109). Kutty builds on Stone’s shelter poverty concept and introduces housinginduced poverty which she argues, provides an even better method of determining true need
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(Kutty, 2005). She defines her concept as “when a household, after paying for housing, cannot
afford the poverty basket of nonhousing goods. For this purpose, this basket is assumed to be
two-thirds of the official poverty line” (Kutty, 2005, p.188-119).
Both of these approaches represent a more holistic approach, one which takes into
account the ability to have income for other needs such as food and heat, and thus would better
contribute to the sub-domain of financial security. These approaches also enable a more
representative account of affordability, reflecting true costs facing the household in the location
in which they live, something that is important in a country such as Canada where the cost and
availability of a need like food can differ considerably. However, the benefits identified for using
a more sensitive measure are also the reasons why they are not adopted in public policy.
Determining the basket of goods as well as the costs of certain non-housing needs can be
subjective, requiring more time to calculate affordability, and in turn the correct amount of rent.
However, a market basket metric is now used as the official measure of poverty in Canada, as set
out in the first national poverty reduction strategy, Opportunity for All. For this reason, it may
become easier to move towards an alternative approach as well in the area of social housing.
While it is easy now to delineate the boundary around RGI units, the trend towards
mixed model developments in Canada will soon alter that boundary. Mixed-model
developments have existed in various forms for decades in other countries such as the United
States, Netherlands, Sweden, Australia and the United Kingdom (HPC, 2020). There are
different forms of mixed-model developments and there is no one standard approach to the
“mix”; however, the key determinant of a mixed-model approach is that the mix is purposeful
and instrumental in the financial and operational aspects of the development (Brophy & Smith,
1997). Mixed-income models of housing are defined by a variety of incomes and rents all within
one rental complex whereas mixed-tenure models of housing include both rental and home
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ownership across the different levels of income (HPC, 2020). Precipitated by an increasing
concern about the concentration of poverty within social housing complexes, mixed-model
developments were policy responses to urban poverty as well as to urban redevelopment
(Joseph et al., 2007; Arthurson, et al., 2015). There are generally four beliefs that propelled
such a place-based change to housing: first, there was a belief that by bringing in higher income
households into the neighbourhood, low-income households would gain new networks and
increase their access to employment; second, that the presence of higher-income households
would act as a form of informal social control, reinforcing norms and behaviours that would
result in decreasing crime and other anti-social behaviours associated with social housing sites;
third, the higher-income households would role model better behaviours and norms for their
low-income neighbours; and lastly, that it would shift the political economy of the
neighbourhood (Joseph, et. Al., 2007). All such beliefs are predicated on the assumption that
typical social housing sites are socially excluded (Doney, et al., 2013).
There has been success in the policy goal of revitalizing depressed neighbourhoods
(Fraser & Nelson, 2008), but with regard to addressing poverty, and most certainly, relating to
the beliefs about the influence of higher-income households, subsequent research has
demonstrated the fallacy of those beliefs (Fraser & Nelson, 2008; Joseph et al., 2007; Hyra,
2015; Bolt, et al., 2010; Bucerius, et al., 2017; Moore & de Vos, 2018). In Canada, one of the
most studied examples of mixed-model developments is that of Regent Park, one of the oldest
social housing sites in the country, located in downtown Toronto, Canada’s most populous city
(Laughlin & Johnson, 2011; August, 2014; Brail & Kumar, 2017). A 15-20 year revitalization
program started in 2006 by the Toronto Community Housing Corporation to transition a
dedicated social housing site into a mixed-tenure and mixed-use30 development. There has been

30 Mixed-use refers to a mix of residential and commercial spaces in the same development.
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considerable attention to the impacts of social mix on residents, particular the original residents
living in social housing, in part because the renewed site is modeled on the American HOPE VI
policy ideals of mixed-model developments. Similar to the American and European experience
of mixed-model developments, however, there was little mixing involved between the higherincome residents and the original residents (Bucerius et al., 2017). In fact, the results
demonstrated increasing segregation between the two groups of residents, so while the
improved housing conditions were welcome, the social component that existed between
residents prior to the revitalization deteriorated, particularly for youth and young adults
(Bucerius et al., 2017). The satisfaction with the improved housing conditions was also the
predominant focus even for those who did support the mixed-tenure policy philosophy (Rowe &
Dunn, 2015).
While Regent Park is the more recognizable example of mixed-model developments in
Canada, it is not the only one. A recent scan of mixed-model developments revealed 188
examples across the country with varying ownership and mix models (HPC, 2020). The scan
revealed that unlike many of the policy rationales in other countries, the prevailing motivation
of mixed-model developments in Canada is financial sustainability (HPC, 2020). Therefore,
rather than focusing on resident integration outcomes, the emphasis was on creating sustainable
affordable housing, mostly through cross-subsidizing the market and deeply subsidized units. In
cases where the development was mixed-income, integrating the different units in the same
building was standard, and in fact, in most cases, the units were built to be indistinguishable
from each other and could be interchangeable across all income/rent streams (HPC, 2020).
Goals relating to social outcomes were broader and not specific for a certain population (HPC,
2020). How the shift to mixed-model developments may change the experience of living in
deeply subsidized or RGI type units (it is unclear if the same regulatory framework applies to the
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mixed-model units) remains to be seen, particularly as there are research findings that
intentional community building initiatives (Bucerius et al., 2017) and operating culture may be
the real differentiation factors (Blackburn & Traynor, 2020).
Another housing option is the use of rent subsidies or housing allowances. Introduced in
the 1970s and 1980s, rent subsidies represented an alternative approach to ensuring housing
affordability. Instead of governments having to build new social housing units, preference was
given to rent subsidies as cash transfers to low- and moderate-income households to pay
towards their private market rent (Bendaoud, 2019). All four case studies have had at least one
form of rent subsidy program for many years. Today, a new form of housing allowance in the
form of the Canada Housing Benefit has been introduced across all four provinces, designed in
collaboration with each individual provincial or territorial government31.
The existence of multiple affordable housing options and their impact on tenant
wellbeing draws debate from those working in the sector. On the one hand, there is a sense the
availability of rent subsidies is also another means of making housing affordable, but in the
private rental market, and thereby reducing the need for mixed-model developments. Although
as one executive explained, “you can achieve some of those wellbeing outcomes in the private
market, but for some people, from my perspective some very vulnerable people, they need to be
in a public-housing environment” (Interviewee 1). Therefore, rent subsidies can be appropriate
for many households whose challenges are generally affordability issues only, but can be limited
in effectiveness depending on the rental market. Based on the opinion of multiple senior
executives, having a choice of housing options is critical as there is not only one model of
housing assistance that can serve all forms of need. As another executive remarks: “having as

The new housing benefit did not necessarily replace existing rent subsidy programs but have, in some provinces,
changed the focus of existing programs so as to not conflict with the targeted population for the new benefit.
31
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many options available to people as possible is the best way forward. So, for some people,
getting the rents up and living in the private market is the best possible option for them. And
others it’s not. So, all of them matter.” (Interviewee 4).
System Environment
The greater number of similarities than differences in the four social housing systems
demonstrates that certain elements of the system environment, such as political culture have
less of an impact than initially anticipated. One aspect of the system environment, however, that
became apparent across all four provinces based on the interviews conducted and the document
analysis is how social housing remains siloed from other systems and policy areas. Broadly
speaking, the lack of coordination between social housing and other areas such as education,
social assistance, justice, and health is a long standing issue. As Carter and Polevychok (2004)
noted nearly 20 years ago, for many decades housing had been left off the social policy agenda,
and not considered part of the social policy sector. This is reinforced in Sprigings and
Somerville’s (2005) statement about housing policy:
Housing is ubiquitous in that, in some form, it is generally accepted to be
essential to all the nation’s residents at every state (or some stages) of their lives.
… Housing policy, however, as a form of welfare policy, is not ubiquitous (p.2).
This may start to change with more connections being made between the reduction of poverty
and ensuring housing affordability, such as through the recent federal and provincial poverty
reduction strategies, but it remains uncertain how that will translate into parts of those different
systems working together. As it is seen from the vantage point of those working in social housing
systems, “they [different systems] all act within their own silo and they do their own thing”
(Interviewee, 12) and that “really, as a community, we work in silos. And it’s, this is my area, my
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problem, I don’t need your problems. Nobody worked as partners” (Interviewee 7). There is also
a strong sense about the impact on service delivery because of the silos:
Requiring simple, simple things, like if you want to get into social housing in
[province], you have to make an application to social housing. If you want to get
income support in [province], you have to go to another office to make a different
application for social assistance. If you have a kid in care of the state, that’s a
whole different thing. If you have a kid with any kind of disability or whatever,
that’s a whole different thing (Interviewee 2).
Coordination and collaboration between different systems will overcome the way in
which “the systems designed to aid people are broken up into parts and it is often up to
individuals to navigate the different pieces” (May, 2007, p.2) as the impact of the lack of
coordination results in challenges in integrating social support services at both the policy and
service delivery levels (May, 2007). This reality was also reflected by one interviewee who
explained that “every jurisdiction and every ministry, every agency has its own policies,
regulations and funding criteria. So that’s inevitable based on the way in which systems are
funded and policies are developed that there’s going to be inconsistencies” (Interviewee 10).
However, those inconsistencies and the lack of coordination can have significant impacts on
tenant wellbeing. Not only are tenants having to constantly keep track of all the different system
requirements, each additional layer of conditionality wears at their self-determination and
quality of life. From a capabilities approach, such systems also raise questions about the reality
of truly realising the intended outcomes of those systems, the primary of which is to mitigate
poverty.
System Function
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The function or purpose of a system reflects the system’s goals (Meadows, 2008). In the
case of the social housing systems in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba,
the primary function is on providing safe and affordable housing. This is reinforced through the
way in which each system operates around the goal of providing housing rather than other
outcomes. This did not mean, however, that providing an environment for tenant wellbeing was
not kept in mind or that it was not considered an important non-housing outcome. As one
executive explained, “I think tenant wellbeing is certainly what, I think, we’re all driving for. I
think stability is probably more of an attainable goal than wellbeing. We do place our focus on
wellbeing, especially in our senior portfolio” (Interviewee 7). Another executive, explaining how
tenant wellbeing is an important outcome for social housing, expressed:
I believe it is fundamental and I think we’re going to see in the next generation of
housing that there’s much more focus on that. When I look back on the history of
housing in Canada, a lot of it has focussed on supply and outputs. And so there
are so many people on a wait list, there are so many units needed. And the reality
is the need is so great, we won’t be able to meet it by supply means altogether
because we need to focus on an improved system. And so if all 1,500 people in
and 1,500 out, but we don’t know if those people are moving out or going back
into homelessness or into a less safe housing situation, we haven’t really done
anything. And so I think to actually be successful in housing is really focussing
on what can we do to help that individual to their fullest capacity of opportunity.
And so then you get a lot more out of the infrastructure than if you were only
focussing on inputs and outputs of people living in the units (Interviewee 3).
Although the importance of tenant wellbeing is recognized, there remains a debate in the
social housing sector as to who is responsible for it. This debate has a number of dimensions.
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First, there is concern over the conflict of the mandate and role of social housing providers.
While many are providing supports to tenants (even outside the purview of formal tenant
support programs), at the end of the day, the role of landlord is not forgotten. Explaining this
point, one executive stated “Even our communication, memos we’re mailing to them they just
see our letters and throw them out because they don’t want to hear from their landlord, they
don’t want to talk to their landlord. And we get that from a great deal of people. And where
they’re coming from, a landlord isn’t a person of support. That person is probably not a good
experience in their life” (Interviewee 5). The role of landlord can be at odds with the role of
tenant support provider, putting housing providers in a difficult situation. A good example was
provided by Interviewee 7 while talking about the complex role social housing landlords
undertake: “we’re a provider of a social program. And it’s this weird conflicting role that we face
where we’re the protector of a public asset, the property that we manage”. The conflict in roles
comes out in the decisions social housing landlords must make as a result:
The other part of complicating factor for us is that we, maybe, have one team who’re
trying to help an individual person as they struggle with whatever the issue is. Either
referring them to an agency or providing some assistance directly if they don’t have
family members or connections to community. But the dysfunction that an individual
tenant may be having and, or the behaviours they may be displaying, we also have a
responsibility to the other tenants in the building too, under the law. So, we’re balancing
this good guy, bad guy role. We’re trying to be helpful to the individual. We’re trying to
be helpful to groups of individuals. But we also have a responsibility, under the law, to
those [other tenants]. If somebody is creating a disturbance because of a mental illness,
if they don’t have an apartment or maybe they have an apartment but they’re not willing
to accept help and they’re disturbing their neighbours, who do we pick? Do we pick the
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other nine tenants on that floor who are being affected? I don’t mean literally pick but
do we concentrate on the person who is having the difficulty? But, under the law, we
have to look out for the nine people surrounding them, right (Interviewee 7)?

Second, even where housing providers are taking responsibility for tenant wellbeing,
there is a question of the level of responsibility required and what implications that has for the
type of resources and supports provided. This point was highlighted by one executive who
articulated how the role of social housing landlords has been forced to change beyond the simple
landlord-tenant relationship “because there’s just so much to do and the barriers and the level of
barriers and the types of barriers that people are in need of support of are so significant that if
you’re not providing support to them with people that are absolutely qualified to do it then
you’re actually doing them a disservice as opposed to a real positive service” (Interviewee 12).
When it comes to resourcing, there is a question whether there is already sufficient
resources to extend to tenant wellbeing or if more or dedicated resources are needed. Resources
include funding for programs, staff and training and development. In some respects, it may be a
matter of reallocating resources, not only within the housing budget or the individual budget of
a housing provider, or more broadly across multiple systems and agencies. As one executive
explained about the question of adequate resourcing, “it’s an interesting question because I
think there is a lot of resources available in the community, whether they are appropriately
linked up and connected would be a big question I have” (Interviewee 6). On the other hand, as
a different executive put it, there is insufficient resourcing for anything more than the basics:
“You need people to be able to pay for more people. There’s enough funding to do the basics to
make sure that you know, the lightbulbs are working … But there’s not funding to do the things
that, that fund things. Things that create purpose. Things that help, contribute to make people

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

166

feel like they belong in their place. … We don’t have enough staff resources to do that kind of
work” (Interviewee 4). The lack of coordination in funding was also identified as an issue:
If I go an apply for funds out of pot A my core funding under pot B will reap back
any administrative dollars that I get from pot A. And so I have to go and create a
second entity now to be able to ensure those funds don’t get reaped back by the
Government because they see I’m making $3,000 here. Or pot A gives me a
percentage less of administrative funding because they know I’m a housing
provider and get administrative funding from there. But those decision don’t
support effective staffing structures because either way I’m out a certain
percentage of administrative funding to be able to resource myself adequately to
get qualified skilled staffing (Interviewee 9).

Third, there is also a strong belief that ensuring tenant wellbeing is not the role of
housing providers alone.
Well, I don’t think that it’s necessarily our role in housing to do that all on our
own. I think it’s a broader community responsibility. But I think if there is a
capacity in the broader community it solves [resourcing] by default. We don’t
have that; I don’t think we have that capacity. But I don’t necessarily think it
should be exclusively our role. I don’t think we can operate in isolation of the
larger community (Interviewee 7).
This was echoed by others: “I would say it’s a more collective responsibility” (Interviewee 1),
where partnerships with other agencies and support providers opens up further possibilities to
help tenant wellbeing while being mindful of resourcing and mandate challenges.
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The comparison conducted between the four social housing systems of British Columbia,
Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba reveals many similar elements and interconnections.
Within some of those elements, there is variation, such as the much higher asset threshold in
British Columbia than the other three provinces for non-senior households. In terms of
interconnections, how the elements interact with each other, there are also similarities,
particularly as it comes to system environment and the lack of coordination across systems and
system function. One distinction of note between the systems is in the area of formal tenant
supports – something that is more prevalent in the British Columbia and Manitoba systems
than in Alberta or Saskatchewan.
The next part of the chapter draws from the findings from the comparison of the four
systems and examines the impact of the different system elements on the six domains of tenant
wellbeing, self-determination, health, belonging, security, control over one’s space, and quality
of life, as defined in Chapter 2. The goal here is to identify what elements or interconnections
facilitate or discourage tenant wellbeing so to determine the best design for a social housing
system in Canada.

Impacts on Tenant Wellbeing
The system elements studied across the four social housing systems included
government actors and policy arrangements, housing providers, and applicants and tenants.
Within each of those elements, interconnections with regulatory and policy requirements such
as eligibility and housing allocation were also examined. These elements and interconnections
do not exist in silos, and their impact on the system’s ability to facilitate or discourage tenant
wellbeing will likewise bear upon more than one domain in many cases. Thus this section is
structured to focus on the domains first, while then exploring the influencing elements.
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Self-Determination
This domain is defined as the ability for a person to manage their own life and make
their own choices. Such an ability involves the exercise of personal agency and feeling
empowered to make certain choices. Self-determination is a psychological construct arranged
towards the self as opposed to others where the individual’s personal capabilities and the
environment in which they operate both have effect (Wehmeyer et al., 2011). Such is the reason
that while culture, gender, age and life stages, cognitive ability, religious beliefs and affiliations,
and experiences of oppression, discrimination, and segregation all impact the individual’s
personal capabilities (Wehmeyer et al., 2011), the person’s environment can also have significant
impact, much like how a system’s environment influences that particular system and how it
connects to other systems.
The policy and regulatory environment for social housing applicants and tenants is not a
welcoming one and makes it difficult to manage life. Outlined in Chapter 4, there are numerous
conditions people must meet in order to access housing that is suitable, adequate, and
affordable. Social housing is not unique in having conditions of eligibility and continued
eligibility; similar conditions exist across multiple social programs, including social assistance
and other benefits. Clasen and Clegg (2007) identify three levels of conditionality within welfare
programs: first, meeting the conditions of category (such as in the case of social housing, being
low-income); second, conditions of circumstance (such as being in housing need); and lastly,
conditions of conduct placed on the individual after meeting the first two sets of conditions. The
conditions of conduct are often put in place for continuation of benefits, such as the requirement
to remain under a particular household income threshold. Much of the literature on welfare
conditionality focuses on this last level (Dwyer, 2019), in part because of the way in which
conditions of conduct regulate the behaviour of those in receipt of social benefits. According to
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Watts and Fitzpatrick (2018), programs with conditions of conduct are different than other
social benefits with such conditions because:
they specify behavioural requirements which determine initial access to and/or
continued receipt of benefits, goods and services; they employ monitoring and
surveillance processes that verify compliance with those requirements; and they
impose sanctions in the event of non-compliance or, in some cases, offer
incentives for compliance (p.31).
Social housing is a natural site for welfare conditionality, particularly with conditions of conduct
applied (Deacon, 2004; Fitzpatrick et al., 2014; Watts & Fitzpatrick, 2018).
Categorical conditions on applicants serve to assess individuals and households based on
checklists denoting certain forms of status (Watts & Fitzpatrick, 2018); these lists include
components such as citizenship, one of the eligibility requirements common across all four
provincial systems. Conditions based on circumstances or need (Watts & Fitzpatrick, 2018) are
evident in each system’s requirement to be in some form of core housing need as well as other
circumstances of vulnerability. In the context of housing, “vulnerable populations are
considered to be those who have multiple barriers to achieving or maintaining housing due to
challenges such as poverty, health and mental health issues, trauma, newcomer settlement
challenges, and disability, amongst others” (Smirl, 2019, p.1). This means that those with
vulnerable circumstances, including those experiencing homelessness, must disclose personal
circumstances in order to qualify for social housing, such as escaping family violence or
experiencing homelessness. Having to disclose personal circumstances removes the opportunity
for an individual to present to the world as they would like, reducing their self-determination.
Looking at it through the eyes of an application, one executive described it this way:
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You know, for Christ’s sake, I’m tired of having to tell everybody, yes, I’m a recovering
addict, yes, I made bad decisions. I’m trying my best to get out of the ditch that I’ve dug
myself so I can get custody of my son. You know, that story can be so exhausting for
these people. And so, you know, create me an intake and service model that minimises
the retraumatisation of our families. Because they don’t need to be told that they’re a
failure. They already feel that, you know, for themselves. And they may have taken so
many strides to get to a point where they don’t feel like they’re a failure. And so having to
repeat their story to get the, you know, the core services that they need repeatedly is so
frustrating (Interviewee 9).
Unlike other social programs, meeting these two forms of conditionality do not
automatically lead to allocation of housing, making the process even more demoralising. As one
executive noted:
The thing I found interesting in social housing is this notion of, it’s the reality,
it’s the physical reality. From a benefit provisioning perspective, in the income
support world we really conflate the notions of eligibility with the benefit
provision. [For income support] you’ve been eligible and you’ve been given all
at once whereas in social housing, you may be eligible but then you need a
housing unit that is appropriate for you to be in so you may be eligible for a
really long time before the benefits provision (Interviewee 6).
The conditions aimed at changing behaviour, have a more exacting impact on selfdetermination. First, these conditions require ongoing monitoring or verification of tenants’
behaviour (Watts & Fitzpatrick, 2018). In social housing, this is demonstrated through the
ongoing responsibility put on tenant households to report any changes in income, assets and
household composition in addition to an annual verification of income process that promotes
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ongoing conditionality. This is again a requirement across all four systems. When selfdetermination is negatively impacted, the consequence can be significant for the self-regulation
and behaviour of that person. When an individual feels as they have no choice or agency, this
leads to what Deci and Ryan (1985, 2008b) refer to as a “controlled orientation”. Here,
individuals make choices on how to act, not from a place of self, but based on external controls
or rules or internalising those expectations and rules (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2008b; Hagger &
Chatzisarantis, 2011; Overup, et al., 2017). Furthermore, people with a dominant controlled
orientation tend to continue with regulating their behaviour only so long as the externalities
remain in place (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2011) and “tend to react more defensively in
interpersonal situations (Hodgins, et al., 1996), and may experience a relatively heightened and
stable state of threat-perception, due to ego-involvement” (Overup et al., 2017, p.140). Such
behaviour is seen to increase the likelihood of engaging in intimate partner violence (Overup et
al., 2017), and even more so for those who also experienced violence as children (Neighbors, et
al., 2013).
When individuals feel they have little ability to make their own choices in life, and
determine what kind of experiences are valuable to them, individuals are known to exhibit an
“impersonal motivation” (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Overup et al., 2017). This orientation is
characterised by a lack of motivation, despondency (Overup et al., 2017), and a lack of selfregulation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Olesen, et al., 2010), social anxiety and low self-esteem (Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Young, et al., 2016). Deci and Ryan (1985) further link this orientation to personal
helplessness and depression. Significant challenges are then created for a positive tenant
wellbeing outcome as well as barriers to good health outcomes (Ng, et al., 2012).
An important question to ask when looking at how the social housing systems operate,
between the regulatory and policy frameworks imposed on housing providers, applicants and
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tenants by government actors, is how much the social housing system breaks down an
individual’s self-determination, leading to the negative impacts discussed above. One executive
speaks to this question in their interview, stating:
I remember many years ago a colleague whose comment was, yes, people seem
dysfunctional in our world because to be successful in our world, they would need to
appear dysfunctional. If they’re not dysfunctional they won’t get any help. So funnily
enough, they’re dysfunctional but I’m not so convinced that they’re all that dysfunctional
in their ability to live their daily life (Interviewee 6).
Health
Defined as “the capability to cope with and to manage one’s own malaise and well-being
conditions” (Leonardi, 2018, p.742), health encompasses both the physical and mental and is
more than simply the absence of illness. Social housing can offer a safe haven for those
challenged with existing health issues, such as by providing housing affordability and housing
that meets certain standards. Studying the impact of moving into social housing in Manitoba,
Hinds, et al. (2016, 2018, 2019) found that poor health was one of the top reasons for people to
apply for social housing in the first instance32, and compared to matched cohorts in the general
population of the province, tended to be in greater ill-health overall. However, Hinds et al.,
(2019) did find that living in social housing enabled people to be better able to address their
health issues and enhance their access to health services and supports.
Although not a direct part of the social housing system in the province, Manitoba is
unique in being able to match data from social housing users to health care system users, as well
as other systems. The Manitoba Population Research Data Repository is part of the University of

32 Health or medical reasons was fourth after overcrowding, affordability and safety/security (Hinds et al., 2018).
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Manitoba and “is a comprehensive collection of administrative, registry, survey, and other data
primarily relating to residents of Manitoba. It was developed to describe and explain patterns of
health care and profiles of health and illness, facilitating inter-disciplinary research in areas
such as health care, education, social services and justice” (University of Manitoba, 2021, n.p.).
The ability for the province of Manitoba to work with researchers studying the data enables a
more comprehensive understanding of how its social housing system functions to support
applicants and tenants and how they interact with other social services systems, thereby giving
an evidence based perspective on the interconnections between those systems. Having this
ability in other provinces would benefit policy and program decisions not only about social
housing, but about the social services sector including social housing, removing some of the
siloed effects that exists today. It is unclear how much influence studies such as those done by
Hinds et al. (2016, 2018, 2019) have exerted on recent decisions made by Manitoba Housing but
such studies do open new possibilities to better understanding some of the areas relating to
tenant wellbeing, such as health.
Social housing can also serve as a means of moving households out of core housing need,
particularly for those households living in inadequate, crowded, or unsuitable housing. From the
perspective of social housing as a built environment, there are numerous ways in which it can
impact wellbeing over the life course of individuals (Cooper, 2014). Environmental factors like
noise levels, degree of light, access to green space, air quality, dampness, density, crowding,
privacy and maintenance levels all have impacts on wellbeing, although the type of impact may
vary by where a person is in the life course (child vs adult vs senior) (Cooper, 2014). For
instance, a crowded home where privacy is not achievable can be detrimental to healthy child
development (Maxwell & Evans, 2014). Similarly, poor housing conditions can injure a person’s
mental and psychological wellbeing (Dutton, 2014; Maxwell & Evans, 2014). Even relationships
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between members of a household can be impacted by poor housing conditions, such as the way
in which people parent their children (Maxwell & Evans, 2014).
For this reason, the approach to housing management is important. There is little
research in Canada on what has been termed “housing management” in literature from the
United Kingdom. Further, there is no standard definition and thus can be considered to
encompass different tasks depending on the use of the phrase in a particular jurisdiction.
Priemus, et al. (1999)’s definition of social housing management is often cited in the literature as
a key starting point. They define social housing management as “the set of all activities to
produce and allocate housing services from the existing social housing stock” (Priemus et al.,
1999, p.211) and that housing management more generally can be broken into different
categories: technical management (which involves maintenance and renovation (what in Canada
is often referred to as asset management), social management (managing tenancies), financial
management, and tenure management (which can include buying and selling buildings)
(Priemus et al., 1999, p.212). The definition offered by Bratt et al. (1998) may be more accurate
of how housing management is exercised in Canada given the differences in the level of
independence for UK housing associations/providers:
Housing management encompasses two distinct types of activities: ‘basic
property management’ – collecting rents, maintaining buildings, and dealing
with the social needs of low-income tenants – and ‘asset management’ – planning
and taking actions that conserve the buildings’ long-term financial and physical
condition (p.40).
Housing management is an interconnection between government actors, housing providers, and
social housing tenants. Government funding is one of the ways in which housing providers
managing social housing assets can plan for long-term asset management type projects, thus
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ensuring the assets remain in good physical condition. Maintaining the buildings on a more
demand basis (such as when a tenant needs an immediate repair) often also relies on
government funding, whether that be via operating agreements signed when the buildings were
constructed, or directly from government as regular operations funding. Housing providers are
responsible for adequate planning and management of social housing assets, while responding
to the needs of individual tenants and the buildings themselves. Tenants are entitled to live in
units kept at in liveable conditions as required by all landlords under residential tenancies
legislation. This is similar across all four provincial systems studied.
One of the largest difficulties across all four provinces is the amount of deferred
maintenance on existing units. Deferred maintenance refers to the maintenance activities put on
hold. Often the result of a lack of funds in annual budgets, this can put housing providers in the
difficult position of having to make difficult choices about how to maintain social housing units,
resulting in subpar social housing units, thereby negatively impacting the health of social
housing tenants. Critiquing the lack of adequate funding and its impact on asset management,
one executive stated, “If we had maintained those assets appropriately over the last 35 years
maybe we wouldn’t be in the crisis we’re in right now having to reassess what does it take to
maintain a facility” (Interviewee 9). As an example of the degree to which deferred maintenance
is a problem, the BC Rental Coalition estimates that for bringing the non-profit stock in British
Columbia up to a ‘good’ condition level on the Building Condition Assessment would require an
investment of $1.25 billion over ten years (BC Rental Coalition, 2017). There are requirements in
the Bilateral Agreements signed by each of the four provinces to renovate and repair a certain
number of existing units based on the proportion of stock in each province but it is unknown if
the cost-matching funding will be sufficient to bring all subpar units back to good condition.
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Moving into social housing can bring a positive impact on household members,
particularly children. The stress felt by the household dealing with situations of poor housing
conditions and low affordability can be alleviated, and result in better educational outcomes for
children. All four social housing systems function to provide affordable housing to those
households in core housing need with household income limit thresholds identified for all
municipalities across the individual provinces. These are generally updated annually to remain
current with economic fluctuations. Rent is calculated based on the rent geared-to-income
model with the goal of ensuring no household is paying more than 30 percent of their gross
household income. As discussed above, this ratio approach to affordability can be problematic,
but the policy rationale is sound as housing affordability is known to decrease stress.
Similarly, if the previous home was also particularly crowded, a home in social housing
can be an opportunity for a less crowded living arrangement and therefore enhance health and
wellbeing (Cooper, 2014). This opportunity exists because the social housing systems ensure
that households are allocated housing based on the National Occupancy Standards (NOS) – this
is consistent across all four systems. Developed in the 1980s by CMHC in consultation with
provincial housing providers (Statistics Canada, 2021), the NOS prescribe how many bedrooms
a private dwelling must have based on the size and composition of the household. Composition
is primarily based on gender, age, and the relationships between household members. While
moving into a less crowded home is beneficial, there are concerns about the Euro-Canadian
standard imposed as a result of the NOS which do not accord with providing culturallyappropriate housing to those who live differently than the normative standards of EuroCanadians (Rachelson, et al., 2019). This can impact the health of household members in so far
as impinging on their cultural security, as will be discussed in more detail later.
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Belonging
Being able to live with and toward others, to recognize and show concern for other
human beings, to engage in various forms of social interaction; to be able to imagine the
situation of another…as well as [h]aving the social bases of self-respect and
nonhumiliation; being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that
of others. This entails provisions of non-discrimination on the basis of race, sex, sexual
orientation, ethnicity, caste, religion, national origin(Nussbaum, 2011, p. 41-42).
Understanding belonging means not only looking at an individual’s abilities and motivations for
belonging (Allen, et al., 2021), but also the context in which the individual is living, and what
experiences may exist to reinforce or detract from a feeling of belonging (Allen et al., 2021). One
common experience that would detract from a feeling of belonging with the larger community is
the stigma that still remains associated with living in social housing.
In the interviews with executives from across the four provinces, stigma was certainly a
concern. However, it was unclear if it was entirely place-based. As one executive stated: “I don’t
know that it’s that you live in this building that is the issue as much as people who live in the
building” (Interviewee 7). As they explained, there was a divergence of norms even across the
RGI units, resulting in the creation of the “other” which perpetuated some of the stigma related
to neighbour behaviour. In that sense, therefore, the impact on tenants is less about the type of
housing, and more about who is allocated housing and their associated behaviours.
While studies of mixed-model developments have shown that stigma of living in a
particular neighbourhood known for its poverty and low quality housing decreases (McCormick
et al., 2012; Norris et al., 2019), new forms of stigma emerge, particularly relating to residents in
the non-social housing units (McCormick et al., 2012; August, 2016). However, mixed-model
developments are seen as a strategy for reductions in stigma (McCormick et al., 2012; Norris et
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al., 2019), thus, increasing social housing tenant wellbeing. As Canada increases its number of
mixed-model developments, the question of whether this model would in fact improve tenant
wellbeing for those living in social housing or deeply subsidised units was put to the senior
executives in the four provinces. British Columbia, out of the four provinces, has the most
mixed-model development (HPC, 2020), followed by Alberta. Overall, it was not the model itself
that was attractive, but rather the choice offered to the tenant household. In fact, some believed
that the choice should also extend to traditional social housing buildings where every unit is
RGI. As one executive explained, “I don’t think it’s one particular model that would be playing
the role in well-being but having different approaches to meet the needs of different people and
different preferences” (Interviewee 4). Furthermore, as another executive explained, in addition
to the financial sustainability aspect for the system, “from an individual perspective, it gives you
the opportunity to not be trapped in social housing. But that you actually have a path and the
capacity to be able to say, yes, I’m going to take that job. It’s going to increase my income and
yes, my rental structure is going to change or maybe it even stays at 30%” (Interviewee 6).
It is worth noting that there is often a distinction made between senior social housing
and family- or individual-oriented social housing across all four systems, where residents in
dedicated seniors housing often have greater services provided to them than other forms of
social housing. In this way, seniors housing has built in everyday practices that create the
feelings of belonging to their place. Speaking to the focus on seniors housing, one executive
explained, “Things like socialisation are important and we recognise that. And they have staff
members, that’s their job to a certain degree. It’s to ensure that our seniors are socialising
because there are health impacts to that, right? So we really promote tenants, the associations in
our seniors buildings that are a fun club to get them out and to get them interacting with one
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another” (Interviewee 7). Another accounted for the different in focus because of the length of
stay:
What we find recently and historically with our families is people would stay probably
three to five years. Typically we would try and get them engaged and it’s more of a
community activity because they’re more likely in a town house project. Get them
involved in their own little community. We found it doesn’t work that well. For the first
year, they have their own … They came with problems; they just want to be left alone.
Second year, they’re starting to get comfortable with their neighbours and the
community. Third year, they may think about volunteering and helping out, getting more
involved and then they’re gone. Which is one of those things. That’s the goal, is to get
them out and back into society and a lot of them do get that way. So creating that really
community doesn’t happen because we really aren’t trying to have long-term people
living there. It’s about getting people back on their feet and out into society. So it’s much
harder to build that … Like the seniors might have their own community in the building
and they do volunteer and they have activities, work together. It doesn’t seem to work
well in our families although we’ve tried. But mainly because of the turnover
(Interviewee 5).
For non-seniors housing, the three attributes of belonging to place are generally more
expected to be initiated by the individual household. However, both in Manitoba and British
Columbia, tenant supports have been formally introduced into their respective social housing
systems. The availability of tenant support workers is limited in both systems to those living in
direct delivered social housing but for tenants living in BC Housing and Manitoba Housing
homes, regardless of their age, the tenant support workers serve an important function to help
facilitate connection between social housing tenants and the broader community, particularly as
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it relates to accessing needed services. Therefore, there is the potential for the creation of
everyday practices and comfort that contribute to belonging, particularly by support workers
tasked with community building, such as Manitoba’s tenant service coordinators (Interviewee
1).
While Alberta’s Provincial Affordable Housing Strategy spoke to ensuring every tenant
had access to a support worker, no resourcing was provided for this aspect to be implemented,
and therefore has not become a formal part of the social housing system. It does not prohibit
individual housing providers from looking for support solutions that can facilitate belonging;
one executive spoke to the creation of a partnership between agencies centered around a
commercial kitchen space made available by a housing provider allowing for a place for tenants
and community members alike to come together (Interviewee 11). As they noted, initiatives such
as this create momentum in spite of a lack of funds and formal permissions from decisionmakers of the system but may become a community hub: “I really, truly believe that if we can
have a centre like this going for our more vulnerable people in our community, that by them
coming in, finding the supports, and they begin to support … well, they strengthen, then they
begin to support each other. Then they start giving back and the next thing we strengthen them,
our community” (Interviewee 11).
Security
Food Security
As noted in Chapter 2, “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical
and economic access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and
food preferences for an active and healthy life” (OECD, n.d.). When it comes to the four social
housing systems, the facilitation of food security is inferred by the provision of rent geared-toincome housing. In Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk’s (2011) study of low-income families living in
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market and subsidised housing in Toronto, they found that households in subsidised housing
were generally more food secure than households on the waitlist living in private market rental
housing. Furthermore, living in social housing also mitigated the influence of crowding and
housing in need of repair on food security which impacts low-income families in market rental
housing (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2011). Although this was their general finding, they also
identified that households in rental arrears or those with major non-discretionary expenses such
as utilities, even while living in subsidised housing were more likely to experience food
insecurity (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2011). While social housing does offer the opportunity for
more disposable income because of lower rents, not all tenants experience the same degree of
food security. In their study of senior residents of social housing in Ontario, Pirrie et al. (2020)
found that while some reported being food secure, their diet did not include much nutritious
food – a key element of the definition of food security here.
There are opportunities for social housing providers and governments to consider food
security in the development and delivery of social housing, particularly as it is contributing
factor to good physical and mental health and quality of life across the lifespan (Lee, et al.,
2012). First, the location of the housing is important. Food deserts, conceptualised as
geographic areas or communities with insufficient access to grocery stores or areas with stores
(such as Dollar Stores) who fail to supply nutritious and fresh food (Karpyn, et al., 2020), tend
to be found in economically deprived urban neighbourhoods and contribute to the lack of
accessibility to the type of food required to satisfy this subdomain. Therefore, if housing is
situated in an area with an established food desert, this will negatively impact tenant food
security. Second, putting resources into programs such as community gardens (Friendly, 2008)
that both supply fresh food and a place which can foster belonging. However, the climates of
most of the four provinces (lower Mainland and Vancouver Island aside) do not allow for year
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round outdoors community gardens, limiting the effectiveness as they relate to the provision of
fresh food. Furthermore, community gardens are dependent often on resources or partnerships
as well as sufficient outdoor space or roof top space; both of which may be difficult for housing
providers already struggling to provide other supports for tenants to do. Unfortunately, because
community gardens and other similar food related initiatives are largely done at the housing
provider level, there is scant information about the availability of these resources across the
system in each province. This makes it difficult to assess how a more systematic approach could
support this sub-domain.
Cultural Security
Cultural security defined as where and when a person feels their culture, cultural rights,
values, and beliefs are respected, honoured, and valued and feels safe to be their full selves. This
subdomain can be found not only in the way in which social housing is administered and
delivered, but also in the physical spaces as well. Applicable to all culturally diverse groups, a
significant amount of the literature about cultural safety focuses on health service provision to
Indigenous populations, here in Canada and in Australia.
When it comes to social housing in Canada, it can be difficult to assess the degree of
cultural diversity as the mainstream systems of social housing generally do not require tenants
to self-identify. Manitoba Housing does provide the opportunity for self-identification on their
application forms for either being a visible minority or having Indigenous ancestry but this is on
a voluntary basis only and not used to determine eligibility (Manitoba Housing, 2021). As noted
in the previous section and in Chapter 4, applicants are required to provide significant amounts
of personal information for eligibility purposes but that is limited to gender, age, disability
status, marital status, and citizenship status. This may begin to change as provincial policy
makers embrace intersectionality analysis frameworks or the Gender-Based Analysis Plus
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approach as CMHC has done. Adopting an intersectional approach, rooted in intersectionality
theory, is preferential because it not only requires consideration of the various and diverse
identities and their intersections that people hold, but also the relationships of power and
oppression that may benefit or disadvantage those identities (see de Vos, 2020). Therefore,
learning those identities enable better program and policy development. The desire for
additional data about tenants does need to be balanced with the recognition that there is already
invasive questions being asked at the time of application and a fear of being policed because of a
particular identity. Nevertheless, if Canadian social housing is to become less Euro-centric and
more inclusive (in addition to contributing to decolonisation), more intersectional approaches
will be needed.
Gaps remain however in how the various government actors and housing providers will
understand how to approach cultural security. As Proudfoot (2018) notes in the context of the
mainstream social housing system in Australia, which is applicable here in Canada,
The social housing milieu presents a challenging terrain for service providers
working at the interface between their personal response to tenants and
institutional demands and expectations, while operating in policy environments
that may have limited differentiation and flexibility in the face of cultural
difference. (p. 27)
It is, therefore, imperative to recognise and understand how the Euro-centric and more
individualistic values are embedded in the system so that they can be addressed. Social housing
related rules, such as around the NOS, require review to ensure they too are being looked at
through an intersectional lens and designed to be culturally-appropriate.
Out of the four systems, British Columbia appears to be leading in this regard. In their
Reconciliation Strategy, released in early 2021, BC Housing outlines their commitment to
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implementing the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the
Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (BC Housing, 2021c). They
recognise the housing inequalities caused primarily by racism and colonialisation that exist
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples require a meaningful engagement and
commitment to decolonisation in policy and practices (BC Housing, 2021c). Reconciliation is
also recognised in Manitoba Housing’s Three-Year Action Plan as required by the Bilateral
Agreement signed with CMHC but not to the degree done in British Columbia. As they note in
the Plan, “[s]ocial housing represents a platform for advancing reconciliation and housing
Indigenous Manitobans in a manner that is culturally sensitive and restorative” (Government of
Manitoba, 2020, p.4). Nothing similar is noted in Alberta or Saskatchewan’s required ThreeYear Plans other than notes that Indigenous people make up part of the populations in housing
need (see Government of Alberta, 2020 and Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2019).
Cultural security cannot be achieved alone by the social housing sector. It requires
integration across multiple sectors as well as policy coherence and consistency and for social
policy to integrate and prioritize housing policy. However, first, the perspectives and origins of
Canadian social policy need to shift in order to reduce marginalisation in its various forms.
Saulis (2012) suggests that to overcome the colonial history in social policy, adopting an
Indigenous world view (consisting of mental, spiritual, emotional and physical elements) would
reverse the devaluing of that world view. The adoption of this world view would not only benefit
Indigenous peoples. As Saulis (2012) explains, “[w]ithin the indigenous wholistic world view
and traditions, social policy is created in order to nurture all people in their mind, spirit, and
emotions and in their physical needs. In the expression and manifestation of society’s social
welfare, this is not an option, but a given” (p.84).
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Service delivery is not the only area in which cultural security should be considered. It is
imperative that the physical/structural design of housing also reflect the cultural needs of the
population it serves. Culturally appropriate housing can be understood through what Memmott
and Keys’ (2015) called culturally sustainable architecture:
A selected, arranged and constructed configuration of environmental properties, both
natural and artificial, in and around one or more activity space or behavioural setting,
combined with patterns of behavioural rules and meanings, as well as incorporating
cultural constructs of space and time to result in human comfort and quality of lifestyle –
all within a wider, large-scale system of cultural landscape and settlement (p. 286).
There are multiple benefits in providing culturally-appropriate housing design, including
increasing cultural security, health and belonging as it enables cultural practices and existing
family structures to remain (Rachelson et al., 2019, p.11).
Tenure Security
Security of tenure in the context of rental housing is the ability to live in rented premises
indefinitely without interference subject to substantial breaches of the tenancy agreement and
legislation (Fitzpatrick & Pawson, 2011). This is true also for social housing as in each province
the residential tenancies legislative framework structures the relationship of tenant and landlord
which is then layered upon by the policy and regulatory framework of social housing. The
benefit of having such frameworks is the established clarity on who must do what. This enables
tenants to know what to expect from their landlord, regardless of what entity it is because that
landlord is bound by law to deliver on certain responsibilities. There are also remedies for
tenants who wish to take action against landlords who fail to abide by their responsibilities,
including for the failure to maintain housing to public health standards. Furthermore, tenancy is
an area where landlords, including social housing landlords, may not discriminate under the
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human rights legislation in all four provinces33. This means that landlords must accommodate to
the point of undue hardship for tenants, such as for the need of a service animal in a non-pet
building.
Tenancy agreements are made between landlords and tenants at the beginning of a
tenancy. It outlines the amount of rent to be paid and rules to follow for the duration of the
tenancy. This can include rules from the social housing system as well as rules found in
residential tenancies legislation. Such agreements can be beneficial as they set out contractual
expectations for both parties; however, tenancy agreements can also be seen as a means of
responsibilisation, a technology of governance (Flint, 2002). Flint (2002) borrows the language
framing responsibilisation from Foucault’s work on governmentality, whereby power is
exercised not only through institutions, but also through self-governance. As Flint (2002)
describes, “power may be manifested through the setting of normative standards of behaviour
and through a system of regulation of the general conduct of individuals and communities based
on these norms” (p.620). Based on his observations of social housing agencies in the UK, he
noted that responsibilisation was increasingly used in policy discourses which were “promoting
a common set of values for citizens emphasising the self-responsibility of individuals, families
and communities for their own well-being” (Flint, 2002, p. 623). Through this lens, tenants are
held to certain standards of behaviour for the benefit of the entire community such as not
interfering with other tenants and maintaining the space around their units. However, it also
causes any non-standard behaviours to be interpreted as individually caused, rather than as a
representation of structural factors or social deprivation (Deacon, 2004).

33 Age was only added as a protected ground for tenancy in Alberta effective January 1, 2018, removing age

restrictions on rentals except for seniors only buildings with ages 65 and up (Alberta Human Rights Commission,
2018).
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In some cases, landlords will attempt to keep those who engage in undesirable
behaviours out of their housing altogether. BC Housing’s rules regarding ineligibility based on
past criminal convictions related to children, a history of anti-social behaviour, and current
involvement in criminal activity are examples of this. To a lesser degree, the consideration of
negative past landlord references in Saskatchewan and Manitoba’s systems also demonstrate the
attempt to weed out those who may engage in anti-social behaviour. These rules challenge
tenure security in non-traditional ways as it keeps the issue of tenure security for people who fall
into these categories outside of the social housing system. However, in markets with very small
vacancy rates or with low affordability, this likely creates greater issues of tenure security and
homelessness, putting pressure on the system in other ways.
When it comes to tenants living in social housing, there are a few mechanisms to
terminate tenancies that do not exist in private market housing. Across all four systems,
continued eligibility requirements exist, where the requirements are means-based, leaving
tenants who begin to achieve more economic gains put themselves in danger of losing their
housing. The way in which such rules are applied may vary, depending on the philosophy behind
the provision of social housing. As one executive explained,
The housing that we have, we, as a society, myself, as a taxpayer, I cannot afford
for us to build housing for people to stay in and then just build more affordable
housing. We need to use it for people to help them find and actualise themselves
to get out there into something else and then use that housing to help the next
group. And this becomes, some would say, a revolving door. It is but not in a
negative way. It’s a way of people truly graduating that the … So it’s why our units,
we build them, they’re small, they do not have dishwashers. You bring in your own
washer and dryer, there’s hookups there for you…. They will be quality housing,
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they’ll be well-built, they’ll be well maintained, and we will expect that of you but
no, this is not permanent. And if you are over-housed, you move to a smaller unit.
This is about the use of the limited resources that we have (Interviewee 11).
It is also a balance of interests as another executive noted:
I do understand the reason for annualised testing. I work in a political
environment, and even with the low-end of market I always get questioned as to
why we’re not doing income testing or ensuring that we don’t have one person
living in a three-bedroom house. Because there are so few resources, everyone
wants to maximise those resources as much as possible. That, I think, is wise,
that people still adhere to that value” (Interviewee 8).
Unfortunately, not only do these rules create uncertainty for people, but they can also
cause disincentives to take steps to move out of poverty because it puts their housing at risk.
This is one reason why the mixed-income model is so attractive to housing providers as well as
tenants. Explained by one executive,
in 100% rent to income housing, they will eventually ask people to move on if
they’re, if they receive a higher income. Whereas if they have a mixed income
model, many … providers are quite good about saying, “okay, you’re now in, in one
of our markets. You don’t even have to move. Now we can move the subsidy to a
different unit” so that encourages people to stay in the housing but also improve
their lives in, in various ways (Interviewee 13).
Another executive said the same but a bit more bluntly about mixed-income buildings,
especially for those first living with the deeply subsidised or social housing rents, “you actually
have a path and the capacity to be able to say, yes, I’m going to take that job” (Interviewee 6).
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But while there may be good policy rationales for the continued eligibility requirements,
it does not necessarily translate into an environment that encourages tenant wellbeing. In
addition to the disincentive and uncertainty caused by annualised income testing, done across
all four systems, there are other rules that can be equally disruptive. One executive explained
how the rules when children become the age of majority in British Columbia’s system impact the
entire family:
Continued eligibility requirements, how disturbing, you know, for families that are, you
know, have been living a systemic dependency. You know, they just start to get life
together, their kids are starting… You know, their kid’s graduating. Great! But then they
have to look forward going, now he’s got to be deemed an adult, he, you know,
technically my housing criteria is now changing, so you know, technically he is supposed
to have his own place and, you know, that means that we’ve got to move out now because
we no longer qualify for a two-bedroom. We’re supposed to be in a one-bedroom. We’re
going to be deemed over-housed (Interviewee 9).
As noted in the section on self-determination, conditions can be harmful to wellbeing. In
this instance, failing to meet the conditions, even if it is by fulfilling other domains of wellbeing
can be detrimental to tenure security. But the continued eligibility criteria is not the only
condition on social housing tenants. They also face scrutiny on their behaviour as well. The
focus on tenant behaviour again calls for surveillance and monitoring, creating distrust between
tenants and landlords, and making social housing tenants feel less secure in their housing. There
is also a question in discretion in defining anti-social behaviour, distinguishing between that
behaviour that is criminal, and behaviour that represents neighbour disputes or issues with
lifestyles of others (Flint, 2002). For behaviour that is less serious (in terms of criminality), but
still labelled anti-social, the remedy may not immediately be eviction, but social housing staff
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addressing the behaviour with the tenant, and where repeated non-compliance may eventually
result in eviction. This is also a milieu where value systems and behavioural norms and mores
may differ, neither being wrong, but not understood by another. However, for other tenants
living in complexes with anti-social behaviour or criminality, their wellbeing is impacted when
landlords cannot act quickly to address the concerns. Social housing landlords, like private
market landlords are required to balance the needs of all tenants against the behaviour as they
have responsibilities to ensure the peaceful enjoyment of homes by the other tenants. It is just
made that much more difficult for social housing landlords knowing the potential outcomes for
those tenants evicted from social housing.
The concern about evictions can also be thought of as sustaining tenancies (Jones, et al.,
n.d.), the policy rationale being that social housing landlords have responsibility to support
tenants beyond their legal obligations as landlords (Jones et al., n.d.). This was touched upon by
Interviewee 5 who stated:
Yes, we do have that softer touch. And that is an expectation by tenants and by
government that we are that person who just gives them a break, gives them a chance to
repay. Not evict them because they made one mistake, give them a second chance. Yes,
that’s what would be missing [in private rental housing]. As I’m sure you’re aware, when
people come to us, they usually come with baggage and a problem they’re trying to
recover from, whatever it may be. A private landlord doesn’t have much feeling for that
as long as I get my paycheck. That’s their business. So that’s an element you lose and I
think the people we deal with, especially the families, that’s a pretty key part of what we
do.
This statement is not dissimilar to the debate about the purpose of social housing reviewed in
Chapter 1. There are costs associated with unit turnover for the landlord, whether the tenancy
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ends because of eviction or not, but the greater cost can be borne by the tenant as there is
significant risk of homelessness when evicted by social housing providers (Pawson & Munro,
2010). This is particularly true for those evicted by social housing providers who are then able,
based on policy and regulatory frameworks to bar rehousing based on past behaviour, including
failure to pay rent.
Financial Security
The rent structure in all four systems have been intentionally designed to ensure that
rent does not exceed the 30 percent threshold deemed to denote housing affordability in
Canada. This intentionality is rooted in the policy design to ensure households living in social
housing affordability to be more financially secure, that is, to have the ability to address a
person’s needs and to withstand financial shocks. For tenants in all four systems of social
housing, unless one is in receipt of social assistance benefits 34, all forms of income are included
in the calculation of the gross annual income amount which is then adjusted depending on the
exempted forms of income as determined by each individual province. For instance, in British
Columbia, effective April 1, 2018, child support was declared exempt from inclusion from the
tenant rent calculation (BC Housing, 2019b), yet it is included as income for the purposes of rent
calculation in Alberta, Saskatchewan (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2020), and
Manitoba (Manitoba Housing, 2020). Certain benefits for families intended to help alleviate the
burden of poverty, such as the child tax benefit and GST rebates, are also exempt from the final
amount of income used to calculate rent in Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. Having rent
indexed to income, regardless of the size of unit a household occupies, as is the case across all
four systems as well, is certainly conducive to tenant financial security and indirectly promotes

34 All four systems have a set or fixed social assistance rent amount that corresponds to shelter costs paid for by the

social assistance program in that province.
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greater food security. However, there is no accounting for debt and other required payments
(such as child or spousal support), and therefore, there is no clear indicator that financial
security and food security can be fully achieved, only that there is a greater chance of such in the
social housing system compared to the private rental market where rent could be significantly
higher and add additional stresses.
Financial security is not determined by income alone. Assets factor considerably in the
degree to which Canadians are financially secure (Cote, et al., 2019). However, low- and
moderate-income households struggle to build asset wealth, including savings, registered
savings accounts (such as a Registered Retirement Savings Plan or Tax Free Savings Accounts),
and have less access to employment pensions (Cote et al., 2019). Therefore, when households do
hold such assets, it is beneficial for their wellbeing in this subdomain. Recognition of this has
translated into asset exemptions across the four systems, unless there is income being paid out
from the asset. From a financial security perspective, this allows households to access social
housing before having to divest assets, enabling them to be able to leverage their assets in the
future, should they be moving on from social housing. Yet, there are still limits placed on assets
that are not exempt. British Columbia’s system overall is the most generous with a $100,000
asset limit, although individual providers may change that amount (BC Housing, 2021b). Assets
that are counted towards that limit include stocks and bond, real estate equity, and business
equity in a privately incorporated company. Alberta’s distinction-based approach for seniors
housing, which does not have an asset limit, demonstrates a different conceptualisation of assets
altogether, possibly looking at asset transfer from one generation to the next, or recognising that
not all assets can be liquidised for housing purposes. Interestingly, this is not something
afforded to non-senior households. The asset limit for non-senior households, including seniors
who live in social housing that is not designated as seniors housing, is as of January 1, 2018
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capped at $25,000. Before that date, the limit was $7,000 and households were only allowed to
have $4,000 in equity in their primary vehicle. Primary vehicles are now exempted in the asset
consideration for Alberta. Saskatchewan also distinguishes between senior and non-senior or
family households, where seniors have an asset limit of $300,000 and those living in family
housing are limited to $50,000 regardless of family size. Manitoba requests information about
held assets, including real property, but it is unclear how it is treated as there is no mention of
assets in the most recent iteration of their policy manual (Manitoba Housing, 2020).
While the asset limits are part of the policy design for social housing systems, ostensibly
for the same reason as means-testing, i.e., if a person has access to significant assets, they are
able to use them for housing costs. The assumption of access is, however, compromised in cases
of matrimonial breakdown, particularly where there is a history of domestic violence. Although
one spouse or partner may, on paper, have ownership in a jointly-owned home, it does not mean
that they have access to any of its equity or more liquid assets such as a home equity line of
credit. Homeownership then becomes an impediment to accessing social housing, even though
the ownership of such an asset may theoretically impart financial security, principally in the
provinces with smaller asset limits, such as Alberta.
Control over one’s space
The ability to exercise control over one’s immediate living environment is an important
aspect of tenant wellbeing. This domain may seem difficult to attain in the context of rental
property, where generally tenants are more restricted in their control over their own
environment, but also, because of the monitoring of behaviour in one’s home as detailed above.
For instance, having longer term guests in your home is controlled by both Manitoba Housing
and BC Housing such that both systems impose a limit for the stay of guests. Manitoba Housing
also has rules about how long a tenant may be away from their home on a consecutive basis.
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Again, such rules likely exist in Alberta and Saskatchewan at an individual housing provider
level but are harder to identify as they do not factor into the overall set of tenancy rules set by
the Social Housing Accommodation Regulation (Alberta) or the Social Housing Program
Handbook (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a).
Similarly, making a housing unit feel at home can also be made more difficult living in
rental housing than in a home ownership situation. Generally, modifications made to the unit
such as painting the walls can be seen as creating damages and impact tenants when they move
out and are charged with damages or have them reduced from their security deposit. Therefore,
when tenants are enabled to make changes, this can be supportive of having more control over
one’s immediate living space and making it more individualised while also promoting increased
security and sense of identity (Easthope, 2004). In Saskatchewan, for example, tenants are
permitted to make changes to their units so long as those changes are preapproved and they
return the unit to its previous state at the time of move-out (unless approved to leave the
changes in place) (Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2021a). This allowance for modifications
of the unit is still constrained given the requirements for approval before the changes are made.
It is not only the control over one’s physical space that is important. As one executive
declared about tenant wellbeing: “it’s purpose, influence, belonging. You know, having, having a
say over your living environment, having influence over policies and decisions that are made”
(Interviewee 4). Tenant associations are one way in which tenants can come together and inform
their collective living area. This did seem to be much more explored in the dedicated seniors
buildings however than other social housing (see the comment by Interviewee 7 about seniors
housing above in the section about Belonging), and it could be in part to the constraints for
resources to support such initiatives. Tenant advisory committees are another means of
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influencing decision-making. More common in other jurisdictions35, tenant advisory committees
are made up of tenants who provide advice to the governing board of the housing provider,
facilitating more inclusion of those with lived experience.
Preece (2019), looking at the ways in which tenant participation exists in social housing,
highlights that the push for participation in the United Kingdom largely emerged in response to
charges of the paternalism and bureaucracy of social housing, similar to the push for increased
participation of those with lived experience here in Canada. Tenant participation can be tenantled or landlord-led, with a continuum for both with respect to the degree to which tenants are
involved (Preece, 2019). Strong organisational culture is required to best facilitate true tenant
participation (Preece, 2019), with the landlord staff willing to engage fully (Foroughi, 2017).
Without a real commitment to tenant participation and engagement, it can then feel
performative, thereby stripping the exercise of participation of its value and diminishing the
tenant’s feeling of control.
Quality of Life
This domain consists of a more subjective capability as it is understood as the way in
which individuals perceive their lives given their life circumstances and expectations. Housing is
a significant determinant of an individual’s quality of life (Coates, et al., 2013, 2016;
Streimikiene, 2015) not only in its role as shelter but also because of what it represents for selfesteem and status (Coates et al., 2016). Satisfaction with housing is a common indicator for
quality of life assessments (Coates et al., 2016) which Galster explained as the point between an
individual’s desired housing state and their actual one. It is determined by housing conditions or

35 Niagara Regional Housing in Ontario, for example, created such a committee (Niagara Regional Housing, n.d.).

The City of Toronto created a tenant advisory committee for all tenant related initiatives set out in the City’s workplan
(City of Toronto, 2021).
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quality, dwelling characteristics, neighbourhood quality, access to services, and social
engagement (Coates et al., 2016; Gibler, et al., 2014; Diaz-Serrano, 2006). In addition to
housing satisfaction, the ability to exercise choice in housing also contributes positively to
quality of life (Nelson, et al., 2007).
When it comes to exercising choice, this is not just choosing a particular home or
location, although that is important. The provision of such choices can be challenging for
housing providers to deliver upon, even if they offer forms of choice, because of the view on
social housing as a limited resource with overwhelming demand and limited supply. For
instance, in Manitoba, while on the application form one can signal where one is wishing to live,
only one offer of housing will be made. Choosing to live in a unit with a particular number of
bedrooms is a choice one can generally make in private market rental housing, but with the NOS
informing housing allocation based on household composition, such choice is removed for
tenants of social housing. This is common across all four systems, with the concept of being
‘over-housed’ being grounds for a transfer to a smaller unit, or in cases where the tenant is
refusing to move, grounds for eviction as set out in policy, such as in Saskatchewan
(Saskatchewan Housing Corporation, 2020) and British Columbia (as described by more than
one interviewee), or in regulation, such as the case in Alberta with section 7 of the Housing
Accommodation Tenancies Regulation.
Choice factors in as well with respect to the ability to move out of social housing on the
tenant’s own volition. Social housing is seen as temporary housing, although that is now
beginning to change because of the changing demographics of those in housing need. As one
interviewee noted with respect to households moving out of social housing,
we’re seeing that movement less and less beyond that. Stability is very hard to
achieve, and have an affordable place to live. There are so many other factors in
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our tenants lives now that prevents them from [moving]. Housing stability they
will have but moving forward to a different circumstance doesn’t happen as often
because there are so many other things that you’re thinking about. Whether it be
addiction, mental health issues, those kinds of things keep people stuck a little bit
(Interviewee 7).
Quality of life for tenants is also influenced by their satisfaction with their landlord
(Gregory et al., 2021). It is for this reason that the approach to housing management is also very
important. Tenants experience greater landlord and housing satisfaction, thus increasing their
quality of life, when they feel they are living somewhere that also values them. This can be
demonstrated not only in the way landlords approach service delivery, but also maintenance:
if you can give people coming into our system a good product, a good, clean,
secure housing, they just feel better about themselves and they will respect it
because it’s like we are respecting them, you are worthy of this. You look after it
and [tenants] do tend to take care of it better (Interviewee 5).

Considerations for Implementation of Tenant Wellbeing
Looking ahead to a social housing system design that prioritises tenant wellbeing, there
are additional considerations to speak to. Based on the agreements signed between
provincial/territorial and federal governments, the responsibility for social housing is a joint
endeavour, with strong partnerships with municipalities, Indigenous governments, and housing
providers. It is unclear, however, who is ultimately responsible for the shift in outcomes for
social housing.

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

198

Responsibility for Tenant Wellbeing
The first question that arises focuses on which government actor is responsible for
ensuring tenant wellbeing is a focus and function of the social housing system. Similarly, there is
a question of whether it is the responsibility of any government actors at all, instead becoming
the responsibility of housing providers who interact directly with tenants. Among those
interviewed, there was consensus that it was not a responsibility of housing providers alone,
although in practice, select housing providers decide to make it priority:
I think that they’ve been doing it to some extent, regardless [of government
support], because when you’re on the frontline, you know, we see it. We work as
best we can within the structures. My fear is that without government support
that we’re going to see providers taking more and more risk to try to meet the
tenant wellbeing concept (Interviewee 9).
The requirement for tenant wellbeing as an outcome was seen as a responsibility of both
provincial and federal governments, and that updating the mandate of housing providers was
also required. As one executive explained,
it feels like a responsibility of the social housing provider but I’m not sure how it
can be responsible for it when it’s not constituted to actually do it other than the
fact that the wellbeing of the tenant is implied because of the tenant’s accessing of
affordable housing … I like it from the level of coming in at the National Housing
Strategy level and then tying some kind of objectives or outcomes of tenant
wellbeing to maybe funding formulas that if an organisation could demonstrate
some kind of threshold of improvement around tenant wellbeing they could
access further or additional funds to then expand it even more or something
(Interviewee 12).
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At the most basic level, the provincial and territorial governments are responsible for the
social housing system in their respective jurisdiction. The regulatory and policy framework is set
out at that level for housing providers to apply as they deliver social housing in community. Yet,
as evidenced in the review of four social housing systems, the regulatory and policy framework is
largely influenced by the original design by the federal government in this space, and reinforced
through the bilateral agreements throughout the years. The current Bilateral Agreements reflect
not only a cost-sharing agreement, but also policy direction, specifically with the direction to
apply a rights based framework. CMHC, through funding mechanisms, also directs priorities,
such as with the focus on social inclusion. Therefore, any changes to the social housing system
design will need to involve both orders of government in addition to other stakeholders and
those with lived experience.
Measuring Tenant Wellbeing
There are a myriad of tools created to measure the different aspects and domains of
wellbeing. However, it is precisely for this reason that there are objections to using wellbeing for
public policy (Haybron & Thiberus, 2012). One of the challenges in outlining how to measure
wellbeing, however, is the level of analysis. Depending on the discipline, much of the research
focuses on the individual and their wellbeing. However, for policy analysis, national population
level measures are the focus (Weijers & Morrison, 2018), particularly when trying to find
alternative (or complementary) measures to the GDP. This creates difficulties in determining
how best to design a measurement tool for public policy purposes. Rather than looking at the
units as distinct from each other, Tay, et al. (2021) suggest understanding the data as nested.
Doing so addresses the ecological fallacy related to different units of analysis and measurement.
The lower level measurement of the individual, and the higher societal levels of measurement
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then become complementary, and make it easier to determine what statistical tools to use which
can account for the different levels that may exist (Tay et al., 2021).
Another challenge exists in defining the type of wellbeing being measured (Kashdan, et
al., 2008). As Diener et al. (2009) note, the key factor in the varieties of definitions is the object
of evaluation, and this can create challenges in measurement. Furthermore, there is often
confusion between what is seen as a predictor of wellbeing and the way tenant wellbeing is
defined36, thus making it difficult to determine what indicators to choose. The literature adds to
the confusion by using terms like happiness, wellbeing, and subjective wellbeing
interchangeably, which can consist of different indicators. Therefore, for the purposes of
measuring wellbeing, it is important to clearly denote the form of wellbeing and the domains of
such that is being measured.
The challenges in measurement are exacerbated by the debate between objective and
subjective forms of wellbeing, and by extension, indicators. Objective accounts of wellbeing are
often suggested as preferential for policy making (Dolan & White, 2007). This is because the list
of domains is created and measured against the conceptualisation of wellbeing embedded in the
policy framework (Forgeard et al., 2011). Discussed earlier, the capabilities approach is one
example many point to as an objective account (Forgeard et al., 2011). Other needs-based
theories are also considered objective, as they too involve a determined list of needs and rights
to be met (Dolan, et al., 2011).
Indeed, the measurement of wellbeing using objective indicators is well established.
Social indicators or quality of life indicators such as the Human Development Index are often
used for policy making (Diener et al., 2009; Forgeard et al., 2011). As Diener et al. (2009) note,

36 For example, Ryan and Deci’s (2001) Self-Determination Theory elements are considered predictors while Ryff’s

(1995) list of elements are considered as part of defining wellbeing (Forgeard et al., 2011).
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the objective approach is open to critique for the fact that domains are pre-determined for
people, not determined by the people themselves. Rooted in a particular value system, all too
often reflect the value system of those choosing the domains to be measured (Forgeard et al.,
2011; Diener et al., 2009) and weighed (Diener et al., 2009; Weijers & Morrison, 2018).
For this reason, some scholars have turned to subjective indicators because they allow
for people to report their own evaluations of wellbeing and perceptions of quality of life (Hicks,
et al., 2013; Diener & Seligman, 2018). Subjective indicators enable the measurement of people’s
mental states (Forgeard et al., 2011) and are better at capturing people’s values (Diener et al.,
2009). This approach raised concerns about reliability, validity, and credibility because of the
self-reporting nature of these indicators (Schwarz & Strack, 1999), but are generally now
accepted as meeting the standards of trustworthiness (Diener et al., 2009; Forgeard et al., 2011).
According to Weijers and Morrison (2018) and the OECD (2013), both objective and
subjective indicators are necessary for public policy development. The challenge remains how to
create a tool, even one made up with both forms of indicators, that is manageable in terms of the
number of indicators, and relevant, in so far as providing sufficient data about wellbeing. For
this reason, Seligman (2011) suggests creating a dashboard of sorts which provides a visual
presentation of numerous indicators or key performance indicators rather than an aggregate
measure. Forgeard et al., (2011) also recommend avoiding one singular measure, and instead
suggest a dashboard for which each indicator adequately reflects its wellbeing construction and
objective. They point to the European Social Survey’s Personal and Social Well-Being Module as
a prime example (Forgeard et al., 2011). They also outline how this enables both eudaimonic and
hedonic forms of wellbeing to be measured (Forgeard et al., 2011), which is particularly
attractive given the influence of the capabilities approach on the aforementioned definition of
tenant wellbeing.
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Who will assume the lead for measuring tenant wellbeing is the second question. Again,
there was no clear answer from the executives interviewed. Similarly to the question about
responsibility for making tenant wellbeing an outcome, there was strong sentiments that
government actors, not housing providers take the lead on developing measurement tools. One
executive put it this way:
I would say to create the tools so that we could do it, housing providers can’t do
that, and it’s not efficient resource-wise for all of us to be creating different
surveys or however we want to measure it. So I would suggest that either CMHC
or [the provincial housing government lead] could create a tool. And then it
would be around, do they mandate us when we are part of their program? As part
of our operating agreement, if we’re mandated to do it, then housing providers
could do it (Interviewee 8).
In addition to the question of who would take the lead, hesitation emerged around how
the need for measurement would be used. As one executive explained,
What scares me about the conversation is I’d be really concerned if [housing providers]
thought their role was to require compliance of reporting and measurement. And so the
federal role needs to include capacity-building. If all we’re going to do is measure it, and
then make compliance without the programmes and the readiness in place, we’re just
going to make a lot of reporting. And so that makes me nervous, jumping in too fast
without understanding what the value of that work is. But I think that there’s a role for
each level of government but it’s got to involve capacity-building and coordination of
that system approach between ministries as well as opposed to just compliance. And
then providing the tools. So a lot of the investments are really focussed on operating
costs, dollar and cent for buildings. But if we’re talking about wellbeing, how do we
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create an environment for the non-profits to be successful at addressing wellbeing? … So
if we’re talking about wellness, that’s what we need to think about but infrastructure will
be required in order to do it. And the federal government and provincial governments
would need to support that (Interviewee 3).
Given that wellbeing definitions and their forms of measurement reflect the normative values of
those who created them, concern about measurement and how it would be used in the context of
social housing is extremely warranted. This was underscored by one executive who stated:
“it is always good to look at ways of supporting tenants to achieve their goals, but
it has got to be their goals and their values too. And I’m not sure that people want
to be told that they should be thinking about their wellbeing necessarily. … And
even measuring wellbeing tends to demonstrate a level of values and normative
assumptions on how we live lives and whether or not that is something that
should be then promoted through social housing, given the population we serve”
(Interviewee 14).
Following the comparison of the four systems and the examination of how elements of
those systems impact the six domains of tenant wellbeing, there are clear indications that for
tenant wellbeing to be part of the function of social housing systems in Canada, the systems
require redesign. As the section immediately above highlights, there are a number of
considerations in addition to the design concept itself. These considerations and the principles
of design for a social housing system to be designed for support and facilitation of tenant
wellbeing is the focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter 7: Designing For Wellbeing
The previous chapters have illustrated how social housing in Canada has been designed
to have the role of a safety net, assisting those in core housing need to obtain safe and affordable
housing. Furthermore, the analysis of the four social housing systems in British Columbia,
Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba demonstrated that the function of those systems is to
provide housing that is deemed affordable by the established standards of shelter costs not
exceeding 30% of a household’s gross annual income. Yet, while there is growing attention to
non-housing outcomes associated with social housing, and a specific focus on social inclusion in
the National Housing Strategy (NHS), gaps remain between those outcomes and the overall
workings of those systems.
Part of the reason for those gaps lies in the rules underpinning the social housing
systems: policies are not conducive to focussing on non-housing outcomes in the same way as
housing outcomes. Overall, the design of social housing systems has not markedly changed over
the decades since the federal government devolved the responsibility for social housing to the
provincial and territorial governments. In the four systems studied here, social housing policy
has remained fairly static, with changes being made incrementally. The human rights based
framework for housing as now established in law in Canada in addition to the focus on nonhousing outcomes reflect a different approach to social housing, but remains limiting as it layers
those new goals on top of the existing structures of the social housing systems.
In this chapter, I argue in favour of an even more active approach, with a new design of
the social housing system that functions to facilitate tenant wellbeing and its six domains (selfdetermination, health, belonging, security, control over one’s space, and quality of life). Such a
design does not lose sight of the goal of providing affordable housing, but it demands that the
system be designed to be tenant-centric, taking into account the diverse populations who reside
in social housing, and to enable them to live their best lives according to their own definition.
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Based on the findings of this dissertation, a new design is also called for so that learnings from
the literature on wellbeing, intersectionality, welfare conditionality, and housing management
can be incorporated across the system. With a different design, the system environment can also
shift, embracing the whole-of-government approach outlined in the NHS and mitigating the
challenges faced by a lack of coordination across the various systems that interact with social
housing.
The design outlined below is a workable model as opposed to an ideal model. Designing
an ideal model would be interesting, but not practical in the short or medium term given how
much social housing systems integrate with the broader housing system and welfare state
system. From a pragmatic approach, the aim is to provide a model that can be operationalised in
the near future within the existing constitutional parameters that frame social housing policy.
The NHS has opened the door for innovation in the social housing sphere, and the last two years
under numerous restrictions and lockdowns because of Covid-19 have underscored the
significance of wellbeing in public policy discourses. Adding to the overall supply of social
housing remains imperative, but so too is looking at the goals of such housing.
To situate the reader for the remainder of the chapter, it is important to note that the
recommended design comes in the form of statements of principle as opposed to a granular level
model, complete with regulatory recommendations. These principles are grounded in the
findings from the analysis in this dissertation. Providing a list of principles that builds a design
framework to follow recognises that the more specific model should be co-created with all of the
people involved in the system —especially tenants.
There are two significant reasons a model cannot be presented as a fait accompli. First,
social housing is situated across the Lands collectively known as Canada; Lands which are the
traditional territories of multiple and diverse Nations, each of whom have their own stories,
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relationships, laws, Protocols, and obligations that need to be respected and provide guidance to
any final design or model. Recognising that the social housing system, even one that may be
redesigned, still embodies colonial ideals and principles by virtue of its ties to other systems and
institutions, it is important to acknowledge that Canadians live in Indigenous sovereignty,
defined by Carlson-Manathara and Rowe (2021) as “living in an awareness that we are on
Indigenous Lands containing their own stories, relationships, laws, Protocols, obligations, and
opportunities, which have been understood and practised by Indigenous Peoples since time
immemorial” (p.25). There will always be a tension, therefore, for any system designed, until the
structures and institutions in this country are no longer built on a colonial framework and
exclude those whose Lands we live on.
The second reason is that this model has been conceived of without co-production from
tenants and other stakeholders from the social housing system. As mentioned in a previous
chapter, this was done in part because of the constraints of doing the dissertation in a particular
period of time, but also out of respect for the time it would have taken from tenants in
particular. There has been an influx of research projects due to the increased funding and
attention on social housing which is exciting; however, it is resulting in fatigue among many of
those engaged in research projects, while also, in the last two years, addressing the challenges of
living under restrictions due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Principle: Design for Tenant Wellbeing
Statement
Social housing must be intentionally and purposefully designed to promote and enhance
tenant wellbeing.
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Rationale
Without intentionality and purpose, there is a danger that tenant wellbeing will be added
as a non-housing outcome onto the existing systems, thereby not actually redesigning the
system, but layering onto its existing elements and function. Layering refers to a particular way
institutions are changed, a term first used by Thelen (Streeck & Thelen, 2005; Mahoney &
Thelen, 2010). Instead of large scale and immediate change, incremental change in institutions
occurs whereby new elements and rules are added to institutions without the removal of any old
elements (van der Heijden & Kuhlmann, 2017). This tends to occur in situations where the first
set of rules cannot be changed (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010), such as when individual social
housing providers make tenant wellbeing a priority within the existing system’s regulatory and
policy framework.
Articulating the need for purposeful design first reflects its importance in the
overarching design philosophy. As evidenced by the analysis of the four social housing systems,
there have been efforts made towards prioritising tenant wellbeing, albeit defined differently
than in this dissertation. Those efforts are being partially implemented at a systems level, such
as the case in Manitoba and British Columbia with the introduction of tenant support staff, as
well as at the housing provider level, where individual social housing providers have determined
the need to support their tenants in a more comprehensive way beyond shelter. But these efforts
reflect the layering concept outlined by Thelen more so than any actual change in the system
design or articulation of policy outcomes. The work done to date on measuring non-housing
outcomes (Pomeroy-Bissonnette, 2016; KPMG, 2019) further highlights the difficulties in
extending the scope of the social housing system beyond its basic function of affordable housing
provision.
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Meaningful change to any social housing system begins with transforming the paradigm
in which the system exists (Meadows, 2008), which in turns shifts its purpose. Instead of seeing
social housing as only a mechanism to make affordable housing available (May, 2007), this shift
in thinking drives the system to be more comprehensive and holistic. As May (2007) rightly
articulates, “social housing that provides only affordable housing without making concessions to
other aspects of people lives in which they may need assistance only gets at half of the problem”
(p.1, emphasis in original).
Implications
Multiple explanations of the nature of a policy paradigm exist in the public policy
literature (see Wilder, 2015). Hall (1993) defined the policy paradigm as the “over- arching set of
ideas specifying how the problems facing (policy-makers) are to be perceived, which goals must
be attained through policy and what sort of techniques can be used to reach those goals” (Hall
1993, p. 279). They can be hard to distinguish, particularly in the realm of welfare policy,
because their ingrained normative nature make them invisible for policy-makers (Hemerijck,
2018). Hall’s (1993) definition, developed in the context of macroeconomic policy, can be
challenging to apply in a welfare state context. Thus, Hemerijck (2018), drawing from Hall,
offers the following definition of a welfare policy paradigm, which underscores the normative
and assumed nature of beliefs in this context:
a common cognitive and normative frame of reference, shared by boundedly rational
policy-makers, that informs their understandings of salient policy problems, guides
policy prescription and reform, across a range of range interdependent social policy
provisions, in relatively coherent directions (p. 814).
Policy paradigms are difficult to challenge or make significant change (Hemerijck, 2018). In
spite of the difficulties, change is possible so long as the components of the policy paradigm are
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fully realised. This enables greater use in policy-making rather than viewing it as a mere variable
when looking at change (Wilder, 2015).
Moving from one paradigm to another can realise significant beneficial changes. After
studying the Singapore Prison System, Helliwell (2011) shares the impact reforms of that system
on wellbeing. In that case, a new paradigm was created for prisons to function more like schools
of life than punitive institutions (Helliwell, 2011). One key lesson related to wellbeing is that
focusing on positive rather than an absence of the negative (Helliwell, 2011). This is similar to
the idea that wellbeing is more than the absence of illbeing (Huppert, 2014). This is important to
keep in mind as currently, it seems that the sector is at most able to focus on removing one
aspect of illbeing by providing affordable housing. Having a clear definition of tenant wellbeing,
such as the one offered in Chapter 2, will guide the overall design, ensuring that the focus
remains on facilitating positive tenant wellbeing. This principle does not mean, however,
treating tenant wellbeing as a condition for social housing. While conditionality is often used to
change behaviour, this is not the goal of centering tenant wellbeing as the function of the social
housing system. Housing is but one aspect in the lives of residents, but one which can be formed
to facilitate tenant wellbeing rather than act as a barrier. And lastly, the literature has
demonstrated the more conditions are in place, the more diminished tenant wellbeing.
Helliwell (2011) also notes that in the examples of the Singapore Prison System reform
and design of elder care facilities, the process by which design occurs matters more so than what
is done in the end. Moreover, this process involves large scale engagement by all stakeholders
involved. While such an engagement is outside of the scope of this particular work, for the
federal, provincial and territorial governments that largely hold the power to redesign the
system, as much of the policy design governing the systems is set out in bilateral agreements and
provincial and territorial policy and regulatory frameworks, the implication for this principle is
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clear. The groups of stakeholders are also broader than government areas responsible for
housing or homelessness, housing providers and people with lived experience, all forms of
housing adjacent service providers and community organisers should be engaged.

Principle: Systems Thinking
Statement
Adopt a systems thinking approach to best understand and design social housing to
enhance and facilitate tenant wellbeing.
Rationale
Compared to more conventional approaches, systems thinking allows for greater
appreciation for ambiguity and a lack of direct causality for problems (Stroh, 2015). Derived
from complexity theory (Nevile et al., 2019), systems thinking provides a different way of
looking at policies (Battle-Fisher, 2015) because it looks at and maps systemic causes of a
particular issue (Nevile et al., 2019). Such an approach underscores the need to recognise the
sector players, such as housing providers and government actors, and their ability to effect
change through changing their own behaviour (Stroh, 2015). Systems thinking also encourages
looking beyond individual parts or elements, and “requires ‘seeing’ beyond the common go-to
elements of how policy has always been approached. [It] can harness an understanding of social
elements that are often unpredictable and uncontrollable” (Battle-Fisher, 2015, p.7).
Systems thinking is needed for a couple of reasons. First, the benefits of systems thinking
will create better policy design overall. Second, such an approach would address the lack of
coordination across systems, including the social housing system, that was identified across all
four case studies. This gap impacts how the different elements in the system interact with each
other, as well as the interconnections between the various systems that surround the social
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housing system and those with overlapping service target populations. And lastly, systems
thinking offers a particular framework in which to approach the redesign.
Implications
The benefits of systems thinking for policy making are substantial. Crowley et al. (2020)
note that systems thinking in policy sciences is not new, but that it encourages thinking
differently about problems that cannot be solved with conventional solutions, and in an
environment where governance and policy action regularly occur outside of the boundaries of
formal government, enables the interconnections to be more easily discovered. In addition to
thinking about actors and elements, systems thinking in the policy realm also encourages
thinking about interconnections between systems, and realising the impact changes in one
system may have on another (p.12) as well as the feedback created within the system’s feedback
loops and implications for regulation (p.12).
This principle also encourages all stakeholders to look beyond the traditional design and
evaluation processes. The new philosophy of design is rooted in co-creation (Stickdorn &
Schneider, 2012) or co-production which “involves new types of relationships and dynamics
between various actors of society, in particular, a new relationship between citizens and the
public state” (Christiansen & Bunt, 2020, p.47). This challenges the way in which citizens are
viewed as customers of government services, thereby granting them more influence on
institutions they access, but also challenges the level of control experienced by governments
(Christiansen & Bunt, 2020). It further challenges the normative assumptions in the policy
paradigm about social housing as design focuses on outcomes, and more importantly, those
outcomes that are important to individuals rather than services provided by the system
(Christiansen & Bunt, 2020). The role of government is transformed:

212

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING
the ambition of government becomes not the delivery of services, but the
achievement of outcomes that are informed by local insight, evidence and context
and that comes about through new synergies between citizens, organisations,
businesses and facilitated efforts of the public state (Christiansen & Bunt, 2020,
p.47).
Not only does the design of the policy change, but how the policy-making process
operates also shifts. One of the criticisms of the way in which the policy-making process is

viewed, with its emphasis on identifying policy problems and agenda-setting, is that it reinforces
a problem-solving approach rather than adopting a human-centered design approach
(Junginger, 2020). The differences in the two approaches are outlined below:

Table 3
Approaches to problem-solving and human-centered design (from Junginger, 2020, p. 63-64).
Problem-solving Approach

Human-centered design Approach

Concerned with isolated problems.

Concerned with indeterminate situations.

One-directional, linear, top down, though

Works simultaneously in several directions,

with feedback loops.

neither top-down nor bottom-up but rather
crisscrossing through an organizational
system (Junginger, 2009), thereby linking its
elements.

Frames policymaking as a response

Envisions futures and develops scenarios to

mechanism: policymakers passively wait for a

bring them to life.

problem to appear and then respond,
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promoting reactive rather than pro-active

Begins with inquiry, includes discovery,

policy design.

selection but also promotes invention.

Fragments the design process.

Integrates the different design efforts through

Treats policymaking as one design activity:

participatory, collaborative and co-designing

the one that results in a first designed

methods that inquire into all elements of a

product, the policy, and policy

system.

implementation as another.
Presents policymaking as an abstract exercise

Includes and involves people to learn about

built around decision-making but does not

issues and opportunities for improvement of

consider the experiences and realities of

a particular situation.

people concerned by the policy – citizens,

Civil servants, ordinary citizens, external

external stakeholders, public employees.

stakeholders, public managers and others
relevant to a particular situation, product or
service often participate, collaborate and cocreate towards a solution.

Values design only for its problem-solving

Covers the whole range of designing, which

ability and as an instrument for policy

includes inquiry, discovery and invention.

implementation.
Takes policy design out of its context and

Situates and integrates the design of policies

suggests a policy problem can be treated in

and policymaking in organizational life but

isolation.

also in the human experience of everyday
people.
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Relies on abstract data drawn from the past.

Relies on actual and present human
experience.

Copyright (2020) From Design for Policy by Christian Bason, Ed. Reproduced by permission of
Taylor and Francis Group, LLC, a division of Informa plc.

Systems by their very nature are self-reinforcing (Meadows, 2008), and therefore, using
a systems thinking approach will encourage constant reflection on the health of the system and
how it is achieving its stated purpose. From a tenant wellbeing perspective, the continual
monitoring and adjustment of a social housing system is beneficial for a number of reasons.
First, it ensures that tenant wellbeing does not become a stagnant policy objective, where in
operation it becomes another checklist or assessment tool to deliver social housing. Second, the
continuous nature encourages greater reflection of tenant wellbeing as determined by tenants
themselves and the system can then pivot to create more opportunities for facilitating tenant
wellbeing as the system’s environment evolves. And lastly, so long as the purpose remains fixed,
smaller changes can be explored to specific elements or interconnections, to better respond to
tenants needs.
It is not only tenants living in social housing that can benefit from this principle. One of
the major challenges facing the Canadian social housing sector today is its financial
sustainability (CMHC, 2018a). Part of the challenge exists in the way the sector developed over
years of focusing project by project resulting in numerous small housing providers who will be
significantly tested when the operating agreements that subsidise their buildings expire
(Pomeroy, 2017a). In addition, those housing providers exist as part of a system that remains
largely disconnected from the broader housing system and social policy system. Based on the
information gathered from the senior executives interviewed across all four provinces, the lack
of alignment between the housing system and the other various systems in which social housing
tenants are involved is problematic. In some cases, the lack of alignment is more dire than
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others as there has been a concerted effort to overcome the lack of coordination and
communication by establishing cross-sectorial groups that support those trying to navigate
multiple systems. There is a strong sense of working in silos, both at the housing
provider/agency level as well as at a government level. The impact of this lack of alignment and
coordination can be found in various instances from failing to align policy to having dissimilar
eligibility or other requirements for programs that overlap in the populations they serve.
According to those interviewed, there are a variety of reasons for the lack of alignment.
First, the systems have been set up to act largely siloed, where responsibilities and funding are
specific to certain streams of services or programs. Second, there are concerns about privacy and
the sharing of personal information across agencies and programs. Third, while there is some
effort to overcome the silos, mandates can contribute to parts of the system staying in their own
stream rather than coming together. Ultimately, the consistent conclusion was there would be a
benefit in looking at a systems approach to the various systems rather than one system at a time.
Taking a systems thinking approach would also help with resourcing. Overall, the social
housing sector struggles with buildings at the end of their life cycle and considerable deferred
maintenance, increasing demand for affordable housing, tenants with increasingly complex
needs that cannot be met by housing provision alone, and pressure to become more financially
independent (from government funding) without moving away from their mandate to provide
deeply subsidised housing (Pomeroy, 2017). Demographics continue to change, with a sizeable
increase in single person households (Kneebone, 2021a) which can lead to challenges for
wellbeing, particularly relating to the domains of relationships, community, and belonging
(Kneebone, 2021).
According to the interviews conducted for this project, there is a question as to whether
sufficient resources already exist to incorporate tenant wellbeing into the social housing system,
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or if more or dedicated resources are needed. Resources include funding for programs, staff and
training and development. According to some, it may be a matter of reallocating resources, not
only within the housing budget or the individual budget of a housing provider, or more broadly
across systems and agencies, where all have the same goal and divide up the funding accordingly
with no duplication in services. There may also be some initiatives that do not require additional
resources that can help support tenant wellbeing. However, for a sector still working to address
significant deferred maintenance costs as well as increasing demand, additional resources may
be allocated accordingly unless tenant wellbeing is given a greater priority in funding allocations
from government or woven into the mandate of housing providers. Still, there are opportunities
to make business cases for more funding as well as opportunities to establish partnerships with
outside agencies that already exist to support elements of wellbeing.
Part of the resourcing question lies with who holds the responsibility for tenant
wellbeing. Systems thinking can also help in this regard. While the social housing system is
designed to promote and enhance tenant wellbeing, that does not necessarily mean that housing
providers bear the sole responsibility for it. Looking at social housing within the larger
environment and its interconnections with other systems, namely community services, health,
education, and income assistance, as well as the agencies and institutions within those systems
provides a larger system in which to focus on tenant wellbeing. Systems thinking enables
overcoming the siloes artificially created through government arrangements and funding
decisions, and approaching the goal of tenant wellbeing in a more holistic way. Thinking outside
of the box in this manner has been shown to be successful in other sectors and countries,
particularly when combined with a design approach. On a local scale, for example, Tulloch and
Schulman (2020) outline how taking a different approach to disability services across a couple
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of agencies in British Columbia challenged the status quo assumption of providing services, and
focused instead on creating solutions that would enhance wellbeing.

Principle: Focus on Capabilities
Statement
The system needs to be designed following the Capabilities Approach.
Rationale
The Capabilities Approach, as explained in Chapter 2 of this work, is focused on enabling
wellbeing through ensuring capabilities can be realised. It has been used in conceptualising
human development and brings to the forefront issues of self-determination, agency, freedom,
and empowerment (Robeyns, 2020), all of which fit under the concept of tenant wellbeing.
Further, this approach serves to better embed the creation and sustainment of the conditions
which facilitate the different capabilities or domains of wellbeing (Bolyston, 2019). Designing
with capabilities in mind also provides the opportunity to transcend the policy paradigm and
more effectively change the system (Bolyston, 2019).
Implications
As seen in the literature about wellbeing, critics of the use of wellbeing in policy making
raise concerns with the potential for the state to impose a conceptualisation of wellbeing
(Omerod, 2012; Haybron & Thiberus, 2012). Since the tenets of the Capabilities Approach lie in
agency and self-determination, focusing on capabilities in the design of the social housing
system will help alleviate that risk. Boylston (2019) offers seven “How Might We” statements to
help keep capabilities at the forefront:
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1. Empower individuals to shape their futures in harmony with the futures of all
others?
2. Reveal and enhance patterns of interdependence?
3. Help groups of individuals overcome inequality, and address its root causes?
4. Explicitly and effectively address power asymmetries?
5. Enhance people’s interaction with diverse social partners and with all of
nature?
6. Provide awareness of and access to the richness of life’s offerings?
7. Create capacities for mutually beneficial collaborative and holistic initiatives?
(p. 110).
Using the concepts of capabilities and functionings also present a way to evaluate
wellbeing. Sen’s (1985; 1992) four concepts of advantage help to frame the importance of
freedom within the Capabilities Approach, which in turn contributes to any evaluation. Those
four concepts are wellbeing freedom, agency freedom, wellbeing achievement, and agency
achievement (Sen, 1985; Robeyns, 2020; Boylston, 2019). As Robeyns (2020) explains, “[w]ellbeing freedoms are those freedoms that promote our well-being generally” (n.p.) whether
pursued or not (Boylston, 2019) whereas agency freedom allows people to pursue a diversity of
doings and beings” (Robeyns, 2020, n.p.). The evaluation can then be made looking at the
wellbeing freedom of an individual against the capacity (Robeyns, 2020).
A Capabilities Approach accords well with the right to adequate housing as outlined by
the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). The right to
adequate housing is framed as a number of freedoms and entitlements. The freedoms are
articulated as follows:
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Protection against forced evictions and the arbitrary destruction and demolition of
one’s home;

●

The right to be free from arbitrary interference with one’s home, privacy and family;
and

●

The right to choose one’s residence, to determine where to live and to freedom of
movement (OHCHR/UN Habitat, 2009-2013, p.3).

These freedoms touch particularly on the domains of self-determination, security, and control
over one’s space and will be detailed further in following sections. Tying the right to adequate
housing to tenant wellbeing does address some of the resourcing considerations as there is an
obligation for states to fulfill this right through legislative, budgetary, and any other means
necessary (OHCHR/UN Habitat, 2009-2013).
The Capabilities Approach invites the application of intersectionality to the design
process. Applying intersectionality theory instead of GBA+ better enables recognising the
various intersections as well as the power dynamics involved in them, something that is less of a
focus in a GBA+ approach. Specific to particular rules, this calls for a review of the use of
National Occupancy Standards which dictate which individuals can share a bedroom by age and
sex. In one instance, those parameters should be gender-oriented, rather than sex. This is
particularly important for children impacted by the rules, which can often lead to forced sharing
of bedrooms based on biological sex of their siblings, but create distress to mental health,
subjective wellbeing, and self-determination. The rules can also be revisited in terms of cultural
practices, in recognition that some households for cultural reasons, are comfortable with
sharing bedroom practices that do not align with the Euro-Canadian perspective.
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Principle: Wellbeing-Focused Housing Management Practices
Statement
Housing management practices need to reflect a housing organisation’s responsibility to
facilitate tenant wellbeing.
Rationale
Considerable touchpoints exist for tenants and social housing providers throughout the
tenancy journey, beginning with their experience as an applicant. Each of these touchpoints
have the opportunity to impact an individual’s wellbeing. Although social housing providers are
increasingly becoming more customer-focused (Greaves & Rees, 2020), that focus does not
translate necessarily into promoting tenant wellbeing. Furthermore, it is unclear what role social
housing providers have as it relates to the non-housing needs of their tenants. There is no
common definition for housing management, particularly for social housing providers, rather
the term is described through its functions and duties (Greaves & Rees, 2020). Traditionally, it
has been seen through the lens of the contractual obligations housing managers have, including
tenancy management, maintenance, collecting of rent and allocating housing although in more
recent years social related functions have been added on, such as tenancy supports (Greaves &
Rees, 2020). With the additional challenges faced by social housing tenants, and the increasing
social role being adopted into housing management practices, this has created a tendency to
assume more paternalistic approaches where things are “done for” tenants (Greaves & Rees,
2020), which would be ultimately detrimental to their wellbeing in the long term. This principle
clarifies that role to the extent that housing management practices need to be delivered in such a
way that there is continual focus on tenant wellbeing, and not just quality customer service.
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Implications
There are a number of considerations for creating housing management practices that
promote tenant wellbeing. First, there is a need to further bolster the professionalism in the
sector. This statement does not mean that people in housing management roles are not
professional in their work. Since housing management has generally been seen as a bundle of
functions, there has been less attention on how housing management activities relate to other
social issues (Franklin & Clapham, 1997). Those activities have been seen as more generalist and
task based, and hence not on the same level as other professional occupations such as law or
medicine (Manzi & Richardson, 2017). That perspective, coupled with the residualisation of
public sector provision of social housing, even by public sector organisations who are
increasingly being directed to become more entrepreneurial and market-driven, has made
housing professional qualifications an often low priority (Manzi & Richardson, 2017). The lack
of professionally qualified individuals has resulted in much less autonomy for those working in
housing management, with rigid rules and frameworks that give very little discretion (Greaves &
Rees, 2020). Increasing the level of professionalism, therefore, would be one of the ways in
which housing management practices can be less rule bound, and be more individualistic,
focusing on capabilities for tenants. Having more qualified workers does come at a cost, creating
more pressures for a sector already grappling with significant resource restraints, but one which
will benefit organisations and their tenants overall as those qualified workers can be more
adequately trained to support the needs of tenants and focus on their wellbeing.
A second consideration, which can relate to increasing the professionalism of housing
management roles, is ensuring that practices are trauma-informed, equitable, and respect the
expression of identity in whatever forms individuals and households identify. This consideration
also reflects some of the entitlements outlined in the right to adequate housing – namely, equal
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and non-discriminatory access to adequate housing which includes accessibility and cultural
adequacy, but is elevated further when the lens of tenant wellbeing is applied.
Cultural security, one of the subdomains of tenant wellbeing, is of prime importance to
racialised populations who have endured active attempts by the state to remove their cultural
practices and beliefs or who feel forced to conform with Euro-Canadian expectations. Cultural
security can be achieved through the integration of anti-racism37 across housing management
practices. This is not an easy task (Tator, 1996) but needed given that “[in] their role as
protectors of the most vulnerable members of society, social service agencies have a special
obligation to strive ceaselessly to deal with the impoverishing impact of racism” (Brown &
Brown, 1996, p.139). In terms of housing management practices, one way of implementing this
would be to distinguish between the smoking of tobacco and cannabis, often prohibited in multifamily buildings and in social housing complexes, and smudging, a religious and cultural
practice of Indigenous peoples. This was not done in Saskatchewan (Saskatchewan Housing
Corporation, 2018), for example, leading to tenants feeling their cultural and spiritual beliefs
compromised (Whitfield, 2019). For social gatherings, something that social housing providers
often do to create community among residents, it also means making sure that there is sufficient
food that is Kosher, Halal, and vegan or vegetarian.
With respect to tenancies, evictions can be necessary when a landlord is balancing their
duty to an individual tenant, to the asset they are in charge of maintaining, and to other tenants.
This is a tension that is felt particularly by social housing providers because they are often seen
as a landlord of “last resort” (Collins et al., 2021) and is the third consideration in looking at

37 As Tator (1996) explains, “anti-racism involves more than altering individual attitudes or even redefining the roles

of practitioners. Anti-racism is an ideology that reflects a vision of a society without discriminatory barriers. It
involves a long-term commitment to the empowerment of minority communities and a carefully planned process of
organizational change. It requires the development of new patterns of behaviour and a new relationship with clients,
colleagues, and the community” (p.168).
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housing management practices and tenant wellbeing. Security of tenure is a subdomain of
tenant wellbeing, and one which has the power to undermine other domains if it is in jeopardy.
Having sustained tenancies is also a common reason for providing tenant supports, as seen in
the systems in British Columbia and Manitoba.
Tenant supports are definitely a good measure to have in place, particularly for tenants
who struggle with maintaining successful tenancies. But supports for tenants do not have to be
limited to security of tenure, they can also be focused on creating community and helping build
relationships between neighbours such as some described in the previous chapter. Furthermore,
supports do not necessarily have to be provided solely by social housing providers. Applying a
systems thinking approach to supports for tenants can result in a community approach to
supporting tenants by leveraging existing capacity and knowledge within community
organisations of different types to create pathways for tenants should they be interested. As
Heintjes (2006) observes in relation to the social housing sector in Australia, but equally applies
in Canada, “[l]ack of integration is recognized as the key constraint, among a range of other
service delivery, funding and cultural constraints, on linking effective support to public housing
provision. A central reason is the division of housing from many health-based support
interventions such as mental health, aged care and disabled services” (p.3). It will remain
important to remember when providing tenant supports that tenants may choose not to engage
in certain activities or opportunities as is their right. Tenant supports will also have a greater
success if they are linked to cultural safety and intersectional practices.
When it comes to managing the asset, the unit or home in which a household inhabits,
housing management responsibilities are very clear. The contractual obligations are built into
public health regulations as well as residential tenancy legal frameworks for each province.
Therefore, there is only so much maneuvering social housing providers can do in this regard.
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But, as a fourth consideration, it behooves a review of those housing management practices that
undermine tenants’ ability to create a home and feel that they live in that home. Two practices in
particular detract from the control over one’s space domain in this regard. The first is the
prohibition to make any personalisation to the home. The second practice is regarding the
control over visitors, guests, absences. Social housing providers often feel a duty “as rationers of
scarce resources” (Clapham, et al., 2000, p.78) which can account for creating rules about
absences away from one’s home in social housing. The policing of guests and visitors is also
understandable given the possibility of others moving into a unit that may not be eligible or
whose income is not reported for rent calculation purposes, evading the strict requirements for
continuing to live in social housing. Such policing of low-income or vulnerable populations is
common in social programs, but reflects the moral underclass discourse (MUD) which is
detrimental to tenant wellbeing, particularly in the domains of belonging and quality of life.
Strict rules regarding visitors and guests also detract from the capability of making and
maintaining relationships and community.
The last consideration involves the buying and selling of properties, and development of
new, an aspect of housing management that may not be standard across all social housing
providers but which remains an important consideration nonetheless. When the slate is clean,
and social housing providers are making planning and development decisions, this is also where
tenant wellbeing needs to remain at the forefront. This is important for a number of reasons.
First, as Richardson (2018) noted, the quality of space is an important condition for a tenant to
feel at home in their housing. This contributes to the domains of self-determination, health,
control over one’s space, and quality of life. Second, the planning stage affords an opportunity to
also consider the impact of the built environment on tenant wellbeing. There are numerous
studies that link the built environment to health and enabling physical activity (Koohsari, et al.,
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2013). There is also a strong correlation in the literature between nature, green, and open spaces
and wellbeing (Engineer, et al., 2020). Other less studied components of the built environment
are also important, such as the sonic environment:
which, in combination with the perception of it by a person or a group of persons in a
specific context, is known as a soundscape. A sonic environment and a soundscape are
related but they are not quite the same thing. The former refers to the collection of
physical sounds present and audible in a given space, while the latter is the perceptual
construct resulting for a person exposed to this sonic environment (Devos et al., 2020).
Another aspect of design for the built environment is around accessibility. CMHC has
recognised the importance of increasing the number of accessible units in the NHS and other
funding mechanisms (CMHC, 2018d). Yet, there remains a lack of clarity about what that
means, and in addition, tends to be interpreted rather narrowly, focusing on the modifications
needed for the resident or residents of the specific unit (Maisel, 2006; Vaughan, et al., 2021). In
addition to clarifying what is meant by accessibility38, and creating clear standards, social
housing should also be built with visitability in mind. According to the Center for Inclusive
Design and Environmental Access (IDEA Center), visitability is met by three design features that
are found in every home, not solely those marked as “accessible”. Those features include at least
one zero-step entrance into the home, doorways with 32 inch wide clearances and hallways with
a minimum of 36 inches width, and lastly, at minimum, an accessible half-bath on the main
floor of the home (IDEA Center, 2009-2013). Visitability increases the inclusiveness of homes
and neighbourhoods by ensuring that all visitors can enter barrier free and visit comfortably.

38 In their report, Compendium of Canadian Accessible Housing Codes and Standards, CMHC (2010) acknowledge

that there are no clear codified standards for accessible or visitable housing across the country.
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This standard is also important for populations wishing to age in place (Kose, 2018) as well as
the dis/ability community who require mobility devices. Visitability can also help to achieve a
greater sense of security and encourage social interaction among neighbours (IDEA Center,
2009-2013).

Principle: Wellbeing-Focused Policy
Statement
Policy and regulatory frameworks governing social housing need to be created to
promote and enhance tenant wellbeing.
Rationale
Changing housing management practices is only part of the way in which the system
shifts to focusing on promoting and enhancing tenant wellbeing. Creating conducive policy and
regulatory frameworks is a substantial piece as well, particularly since so much of social housing
practices are regulated in some way. In fact, it is important to recognise it is not only the tenants
that are regulated, but also the housing providers themselves (Cowan & McDermont, 2006).
Using the lens of Foucault’s governmentality and Rose’s description of the use of the word
‘social’ as something that involves excluded (or deviant) populations, Cowan and McDermont,
articulate that social housing is “first and foremost a site of governance” (2006, p.21, emphasis
in original). Taking this lens to the policy and regulatory frameworks that govern social housing
systems in Canada underlines the need to revisit those frameworks and rework them to be
conducive to tenant wellbeing.
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Implications
Another way in which to look at how social housing is governed is through the social
exclusion discourses as each discourse requires different technologies of regulation (Cowan &
McDermont, 2006). The moral underclass discourse or MUD, which has been discussed as
being quite influential in Canada’s discourse about poverty (Raphael, 2020), requires regulation
of both the tenants of social housing as well as the housing providers (Cowan & McDermont,
2006). Contrast this with the redistributionist discourse or RED which looks at housing as a
means of redistribution which would emphasize more local and cooperative ways in which to
deal with housing (Cowan & McDermont, 2006). And finally, the social integrationist discourse
or SID which focuses more on labour market participation, can be seen in policies relating to
mixed-model developments (Cowan & McDermont, 2006).
Flowing from the form of regulatory technologies used for the MUD, it is no surprise that
there is an expectation embedded in the social housing structure of governing moral character.
Although Cowan and McDermont (2006) were speaking more about the English system and
experience, the same expectation can be found in Canada, particularly with the discussion
around the increasing incidence of anti-social behaviour. However, while it may be managed
differently, as discussed above, the contractual responsibilities not to interfere with other
tenants’ right to enjoyment and use of the property is standard for both social housing tenants
and private market tenants. It is something to ensure that social housing does not create an
environment by which social housing tenants are held to different standards than private
market tenants.
The need to treat both types of renters equitably also applies to the rules around
payment of rent and evictions. However, how affordability is determined can create challenges
for financial security, and therefore security of tenure most directly, but also carry implications
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for other domains of tenant wellbeing. As noted in Chapter 2, affordability has been defined in
Canada using the ratio measure of paying no more than 30% of gross income towards shelter
costs. This same measure has been largely carried forward to calculate rent (although in some
systems the number is less than 30%). The challenge here is that using an income amount based
on gross income does not lend itself well to being equitably treated (in contrast to private market
renters) nor to the capacity around financial security and food security. Generally, when
households estimate what they can afford with rent, transportation costs, food and other
necessities, the income amount is not the gross income, it is the amount they are paid monthly,
or biweekly. Furthermore, the approach to calculating income for social housing applicants and
tenants, even with gross income aside, is extremely confusing with the number of exemptions
listed to create some form of adjusted income. Simplifying the method of calculation and basing
it in a more realistic income amount (such as net income) would realise benefits for tenant
wellbeing and for housing providers39.
Using the net income from the Notice of Assessment remains a ratio measure approach,
only with different information in the ratio formula. Another, more localised and more
individualistic approach would be to adopt some form of residual income measure (Stone, 2004;
2006). This approach is more complicated to administer (Meen & Whitehead, 2020) but would
more equally consider housing and non-housing costs, which in the long term is more positive
for tenant wellbeing. Meen and Whitehead (2020) suggest that there may be some hybrid ratio
and residual measure possible to make it easier administratively.
In addition to calculation of income, the crux of social housing are the conditions for
eligibility, allocation, and continued eligibility. As seen in Table 3 in the previous chapter, all

39 The province of Ontario amended their regulations around income calculation to reflect a form of net income and

directing the use of the Notice of Assessment, Line 236000. This change was introduced for July 2020 and was made
mandatory on July 1, 2021 (ONPHA, 2021).
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four social housing systems have substantial conditions in that regard. As discussed in that
chapter, conditionality is known to have a negative impact on self-determination (Watt &
Fitzpatrick, 2018) and would also be detrimental to health – mental health in particular – and
quality of life. For social housing tenants who are worried about tenure security, conditions can
also be additionally problematic.
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the recommendations are not extending
beyond the current system of residual social housing in Canada. Conditions, while not conducive
to tenant wellbeing, do exist in part to ensure social housing is allocated in response to the
highest need. It is important to note, however, that need is still a social construct (Cowan &
McDermont, 2006), and one that has been created around housing and income, rather than any
consideration for wellbeing. The suggestion here is not to necessarily impose a wellbeing criteria
for determination of need – that would be another form of social control and be contrary to the
wellbeing and agency freedoms embedded through the Capabilities Approach to defining
wellbeing.
Yet, there can be other ways in which conditionality can be reduced in the system overall.
The asset limits are one area that comes to mind. Looking at the differences among the four
systems, it is clear that some provinces limit the amount of assets allowed to be held by nonsenior households considerably. There are policy rationales to that, but as a result, people have
to be completely financially insecure before being able to access social housing. Furthermore, it
can act as a barrier for those who may own assets, such as a home, but who are unable to access
any asset related wealth from it because of reasons of domestic violence or estrangement from
those sponsoring family members. It can further act as a barrier for families who wish to provide
long-term sustainability for members with disabilities, who likewise cannot access the equity in
an asset in the short-term.
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Developing social housing policy that is conducive to the promotion and enhancement of
tenant wellbeing is a way of operationalising the right to adequate housing, now enshrined in
the National Housing Strategy Act. Existing policy flowing from the NHS is already
encouraging taking location into consideration, which is one of the minimum standards in what
is considered adequate (OHCHR/UN-Habitat, 2009-2013) through walkability scores and a
focus on social inclusion. The Bilateral Agreements with each province and territory reflect the
need to maintain affordability in units, with specific measures of the number of deeply
subsidised units are maintained or built new. Engaging in policy design for the benefit of tenant
wellbeing will enable other aspects of the adequate housing standard, namely cultural adequacy
and accessibility, which are critical to numerous domains of tenant wellbeing, to be more
embedded in the system overall.
Changing the way in which a long standing social service has been operating can be
daunting. It can also be exciting and invigorating. Redesigning a social housing system in
Canada to facilitate the promotion and enhancement of tenant wellbeing is an important move
forward in Canadian social housing policy. The NHS has presented an opportunity to do this,
and although its priorities for the period of 2017 – 2027 have been set, this does not preclude
provincial and territorial governments from revisiting the design of their respective social
housing systems. The sector has been asked to answer the call to reduce homelessness and core
housing need while also increasing inclusion for the vulnerable populations identified in the
NHS. Designing a system of social housing helps to answer that call. Supply of social housing is
important but will not resolve the barriers faced by those who live in such housing. Focusing on
tenant wellbeing does. And that requires a system-level transformation.
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Enabling Systems Transformation
One of the challenges to systems transformation that must be recognised is the inherent
tension between design approaches and the manner in which public sector institutions and ways
of governing operate (Bason, 2017). This does not mean that realising systems transformation is
impossible in a public sector context, only that there may be considerations for the structures
and expectations placed on governments and other public sector organisations while they
engage in system design and change. Furthermore, how to enable transformative change needs
to be planned out. This section outlines the “how” to see through the redesign of social housing
in Canada.
Stroh (2015) strongly encourages the use of systems thinking to enable social change. He
introduces a four-stage model for systemic change that he and Goodman first used in 2006 with
success in the creation of a 10 year plan to end homelessness (Stroh, 2015) that can also be used
in this instance. The model assumes that the stakeholders move through all stages together,
where they:
1. Build a foundation for change and affirm their readiness for change.
2. Clarify current reality at all levels of the iceberg and accept their respective
responsibilities for creating it.
3. Make an explicit choice in favor of the aspiration they espouse.
4. Begin to bridge the gap by focusing on high-leverage interventions, engaging
additional stakeholders, and learning from experience (Stroh, 2015, p.74).
Stage 1 – Building Foundation for Change
Building the foundation first starts with the organiser identify and engage a wide breadth
of stakeholders, including those with lived experience. Appreciating the current constraints that
shape the social housing policy sphere, it is most feasible that government actors will take the

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

232

lead for the redesign. To this end, primary leads likely come from provincial and territorial
governments given the jurisdictional primacy over social housing delivery and regulatory
framework. Federal, First Nation, Métis and municipal governments also own leadership in this
sphere and must also subscribe to the agreed upon approach.
However, that does not mean that the traditional, Weberian bureaucratic or new public
management principles must still guide the design process. The public managers may decide to
use a design approach to enable transformation of their governance approach to one of humancentered governance (Bason, 2017). Marked by its characteristics of relational in the domain of
citizens, networked in the domain of organisation, interactive in terms of processes, and
reflective in terms of the epistemological domain (Bason, 2017), the human-centered
governance approach allows for public managers and those in more rigid institutional structures
to facilitate a different methodology, leading to a truer level of engagement across all
stakeholders groups and a design that is more future-making rather than reactionary (Bason,
2017). Such a shift requires public managers in particular to engage differently in the overall
process. The first step is to be clear on the change agenda and assemble the best possible design
team (Bason, 2017). Next is to explore what Bason (2017) calls the “problem space”. This
provides some specific opportunities for public managers to question their assumptions about
the issue (Bason, 2017).
After all stakeholders are engaged, the next step in Stage 1 involves building common
ground. This starts with ensuring everyone has the same understanding of why the group is
coming together (Stroh, 2015). Stroh (2015) recommends using a focusing question for this step
using a “why” question rather than a “how-to” as the “why” question will help people avoid
jumping over understanding the context of the problem and system elements, and moving
directly to solution building (Stroh, 2015). Once the focusing question is answered, the group
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then moves towards an agreed upon vision (Stroh, 2015). Centering on a shared vision can also
serve to create more trust between stakeholders in the group (Stroh, 2015). Lastly, for this step,
is to build capacity among stakeholders to collaborate (Stroh, 2015). The capacity for systems
thinking is key, as that will be a fundamental approach in achieving change (Stroh, 2015). So too
is the capacity to have productive difficult conversations; ensuring people understand the
difference between advocacy and inquiry and the need to remain open (Stroh, 2015). The third
critical capacity is foster a sense of responsibility for the problem – not a blame game – but a
realisation that all stakeholders have a part to bear in the current reality (Stroh, 2015).
Stage 2 – Facing Current Reality
The goal of this stage is to build understanding and acceptance (Stroh, 2015). Each
stakeholder will come to the exercise with their own preconceptions of social housing and its
tenants. The design literature provides a plethora of methods for research for this stage.
Mapping, ethnography, interviews are all ways to better understand the current reality and as it
is experienced by the end-user of that particular public service, in this case, tenants of social
housing. Creating a shared understanding of the current reality of the problem (Stroh, 2015) is
critical. This may be augmented by bringing in some of the exercises identified for public
managers in exploring the problem space – namely to question assumptions and leverage
empathy for the public service’s end user (Bason, 2017).
It is within this stage that some of the less obvious conditions can be highlighted and
brought to light. While policies and practices in addition to resourcing are more obvious,
relationships and connections as well as power dynamics are less so (Kania et al., 2018). This is
where systems thinking helps to draw attention to the less obvious elements of a system. For
instance, the development of housing policy is often divorced from that of other social policy,
resulting in a disconnected environment in which the housing system, and the social housing
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system operate. Using the lens of the capability approach serves to highlight power and system
inequities and barriers in a more fulsome manner. Adopting a lens of intersectionality also
enables the current reality to be better understood for the diverse individuals and households
that are served by social housing.
Once a shared understand is reached, the next phase of this stage is awareness and
acceptance (Stroh, 2015). Critical to this phase is fully appreciating the responsibility that each
stakeholder holds in the current conditions holding the problem. This does not mean shifting
blame to other parties, but for every stakeholder to identify their role in perpetuating the status
quo, even in spite of all of their attempts to change it. Often once awareness and acceptance is
reached, new ways of thinking emerge, leading to the adoption of new mental models (Stroh,
2015). Defined as “Habits of thought—deeply held beliefs and assumptions and taken-forgranted ways of operating that influence how we think, what we do, and how we talk” by Kania
et al. (2018, p. 4), shifting mental models and paradigms are key to true transformative change
(Kania et al., 2008; Meadows, 2008).
Stage 3 – Making an Explicit Choice
This stage provides the opportunity for the group of stakeholders, including those with
decision-making capacity, to make an intentional and informed choice towards change. Stroh
(2015) suggests four ways in which this can be supported: first, by having the group understand
the value of keeping the status quo; second, making the case for change and comparing that to
the status quo; third, creating meaningful solutions that can satisfy both the short-term and
long-term; and fourth, recognising the case for change to be stronger than the case for the status
quo and making the explicit choice for change.
The case of the status quo does not preclude acknowledging the current system of social
housing serves its function. In fact, as the study of the four provincial systems demonstrated, the

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

235

function of each social housing system is quite clearly to provide affordable housing to those
who cannot access housing with some degree of affordability in the private market. This is why
there will be value in keeping the current system. Value in the existing system is also found in its
conditionality, such that it balances the need for quality affordable housing with the scarce
resource in Canada that it is. There is no denying that the tension in managing and delivering
social housing with the dearth of adequate supply across all provinces and territories creates the
need to erect some form of gatekeeping. However, it is in making the case for change, for a
tenant wellbeing centered system predicated on agency, dignity and choice for tenants, that the
current value must measure against, recognising that the supply of social housing and other
forms of affordable housing is a perpetual challenge in Canada at this time.
Stage 4 – Bridging the Gap
Once the choice is made to effect systems change, the change does not automatically
occur. Instead, in this stage, Stroh (2015) recommends choosing key leverage points within the
system to start making change while also reinforcing the new mental model and the chosen
purpose. Using a policy design lens, this would be the time where the solutions identified in the
case for change would be used to inform the model of intervention to be used by government
actors and others (Peters, 2021). This step requires reflection on the choice of instruments best
suited to the new design, as well as the new method of governance, while also keeping
consideration of the barriers imposed by conditional policies and other restrictions on tenant
wellbeing. Stroh (2015) also notes that this stage involves feedback loops and continuous
learning. Therefore, a model of evaluation is needed. Vedung (2013) identifies a number of
models that are user, stakeholder and actor-centric, a combination together may work best to
evaluate that the system design continues to focus on tenant wellbeing.
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Chapter 8: Summary and Conclusion
Normally the executive summary goes at the beginning of a large report or document.
That is not necessarily the case for doctoral dissertation work, so this chapter will serve to
provide a brief overview of this dissertation, in part, to make the work done here more accessible
to those who may not have time or the desire to read the whole dissertation.

The Research Question and Approach
The increasing attention to non-housing outcomes and the focus on social inclusion in
the National Housing Strategy (NHS) demonstrates a shift in how people are looking at the
social housing system in Canada. However, there are no clear paths on how to operationalise
and achieve social inclusion and non-housing outcome measurement remains in its infancy
without much clear direct associations with social housing. It is in this context that the question:
how to best design a social housing system that enhances and promotes tenant wellbeing was
developed.
From the outset, this question was informed by applied and interdisciplinary research
approaches. Distinctions between the forms of research seem nebulous to those outside of the
academy but taking an applied approach meant having the goal of finding a solution to a societal
problem as opposed to other forms of research that focus more upon expanding the knowledge
of a particular topic (Salkind, 2010). The interdisciplinary approach enabled the integration of
knowledge and approaches from housing studies, which draws on the disciplines of sociology,
urban planning, geography, urban studies, human geography, economics, history, public policy,
and political science; the disciplines of philosophy, psychology, and economics informed the
topic of wellbeing; and from the areas of study known as human development and poverty, the
literature about the Capabilities Approach.
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Studying social housing as a system was directed by the General Systems Theory. As the
theoretical framework informing the research, it provided the language around
interconnections, elements, boundaries, and functions that helped to shape the discussion of the
social housing systems. The research approach, using pragmatism as my epistemological
framework and a comparative method methodology led to the selection of British Columbia,
Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba as four case studies in social housing. Using a document
analysis approach, these four systems were studied by examining government publications,
legislation, and other sources of grey literature focused on the social housing system. Additional
information was gathered through interviews with senior executives in the social housing
sectors of each province to deepen the understanding of how the systems operate.

Social Housing in Canada
The history of social housing in Canada begins largely post World War II, in conjunction
with the growth and development of Canada’s welfare state and other consequential programs
around healthcare, education, and social security. The 1960s and 1970s is the period during
which Canada experienced an explosive growth in social housing across the country, which
culminated in a sharp decrease in investment in the 1980s with the advent of welfare
retrenchment and deficit focused budgeting at the federal government. The mid-1990s were a
period of significant change for the sector with the devolution of social housing responsibility to
the provincial and territorial governments, although some policy consistency remained through
the mechanism of the Social Housing Agreements. Following that period, there was no new
investment into social housing until the NHS was released in 2017. The NHS cemented the
recognition of the need for deeply subsidised housing for low- and moderate-income households
in housing need, and in particular identified populations that experience greater vulnerabilities
as it relates to housing need. New investment mechanisms were created to help achieve the
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goals articulated in the NHS and there was a clear emphasis on encouraging the link between
social inclusion and affordable housing (Government of Canada, 2018).
Yet, there has been little movement to change the systems themselves. Due to the
division of powers in the Constitution Act, 1867, the responsibility for the delivery of social
housing has fallen to the provincial governments, although this can be somewhat muddled given
the federal government’s role in resourcing and policy direction. What this means is that there
are 13 social housing systems in the country called Canada, and more if the programs for
Indigenous (on and off-reserve) and Métis housing are counted. While individual provincial or
territorial governments can move forward with making more substantive changes, they are
limited by the terms of the Bilateral Agreements signed with the federal government and their
respective resourcing requirements. Whether this limits individual provincial and territorial
governments from making the decision to change their social housing system remains to be
seen.

Tenant Wellbeing
Critical to the research done here was the creation of a definition of tenant wellbeing.
The literature on wellbeing is full of different perspectives of how to conceptualise wellbeing but
of paramount importance is that when it comes to policy discussions, wellbeing is well defined
so that subsequent measurements and interpretations of policy design clearly relate back to the
definition. In this instance, the definition reads:
Wellbeing is a state in which an individual is supported to achieve what they
deem important in the immediate and longer-term in a variety of domains,
enabling them to live their best life.
A review of the literature revealed six such domains in the realm of social housing: selfdetermination, health, belonging, security, control over one’s space, and quality of life.
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The proffered definition is rooted in the Capabilities Approach (CA) first articulated by
Sen (1999), and further developed by Nussbaum (2011), Robeyns (2017; 2020), and others. CA
is not a theory of wellbeing, but a framework that prioritizes wellbeing through the freedom and
agency of individuals, for them to choose what opportunities are important to them and to
determine how best to realise those opportunities. The work of the structure of society,
according to CA, is to facilitate that.
While wellbeing is conceptualised as an individual level responsibility, barriers exist
across multiple systems and in various different ways (e.g., systemic racism, systemic
homophobia, moral underclass discourse). This means that it cannot be solely up to individuals,
especially individuals who are dealing with various human needs, often the basic ones around
shelter and food, to focus on wellbeing. There needs to be an examination of systems, such as
those for social housing, to see what barriers may exist to tenants defining and realizing their
own wellbeing.

Designing for Tenant Wellbeing
Based on a comparative analysis of the four Western Canadian provincial social housing
systems, this dissertation concludes that the next generation of systems should be built with the
following principles in mind:
●

Design for Tenant Wellbeing – be intentional and make an explicit choice to make
tenant wellbeing a critical outcome for the system;

●

Systems Thinking – use of a systems thinking approach provides a different and
more comprehensive lens to understanding social housing and how it fits in the
larger environment and other systems and encourages a human-centered design
approach;
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Focus on Capabilities – use the Capabilities Approach as a fundamental tenet of
system design;

●

Wellbeing Focused Housing Management Practices – adopt housing management
practices that work towards tenant wellbeing, rather than detract or undermine it;
and

●

Wellbeing Focused Policy and Regulatory Frameworks – look at the forms of
regulation and governance and consider what is actually needed.

These principles can be attained by following a systems and design approach to change.
Combining the two approaches within the four stage model put forward by Stroh (2015)
involves:
1. Building a foundation for change and affirm their readiness for change.
2. Clarifying current reality at all levels of the iceberg and accept their respective
responsibilities for creating it.
3. Making an explicit choice in favor of the aspiration they espouse.
4. Bridging the gap by focusing on high-leverage interventions, engaging additional
stakeholders, and learning from experience (Stroh, 2015, p.74).

Moving Forward
An explicit shift in the policy paradigm is required to truly redesign a system that
facilitates tenant wellbeing. The current policy paradigm that frames social housing is reflective
of the safety net role – where the system exists only to help those who cannot, for whatever
reason, live in housing affordability in the private rental market or in home ownership. The
current paradigm also reinforces the scarcity of social housing, even with the recognition of
increasing demand. While it is still a matter of debate based on the changing demographics of
those living in social housing, there is still an overall sentiment that social housing is a

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

241

temporary solution, meant to support households until they become resilient again and can
move out. It is further assumed that living in social housing results in better non-housing
outcomes than living in unaffordability in the private rental market. Certain assumptions about
non-housing outcomes such as physical and mental health have been substantiated but little else
can be directly linked (Pomeroy & Marquis-Bissonnette, 2016).
Expectations about the role of social housing in the lives of tenants continues to change.
The evolution of wellbeing as an outcome for social and economic policy translates well into the
adoption of tenant wellbeing as the outcome and function of social housing in Canada. While the
policy for social housing appears to be set for the next number of years by the priorities set out
in the NHS, Covid-19 and related responses has raised new questions about social and economic
outcomes in Canada. The pandemic also underscored the importance of having a place to call
home, particularly throughout the various lockdowns. This presents an opportunity to elevate
the discussion about the role of social housing in this country and shift the policy paradigm, and
subsequently the system to one focused on tenant wellbeing.
Social housing systems are the purview of provincial and territorial governments.
However, as demonstrated by the release of the NHS and the Bilateral Agreements, changing the
focus of social housing to one of tenant wellbeing will likely be more of a joint endeavour
between the federal government and provincial and territorial governments. There may be some
provincial or territorial governments with whom tenant wellbeing aligns with changes being
realised in other provincial policy arenas. Resourcing appropriately in order to make the shift is
required, thus working with the federal government. For other governments who may see tenant
wellbeing as too involved in people’s lives, having the federal government take the lead and
incorporate the outcome into upcoming versions of the NHS, or Bilateral Agreements will
provide the mechanism to realise the required policy paradigm shift.
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In spite of the federal government’s role in making changes to the NHS, the provincial
and territorial governments remain masters of their own system’s regulatory and policy
framework. Therefore, while the adoption of the principles at a national level and through the
NHS and associated agreements may take some time, individual provincial and territorial
governments can begin the work to shift the paradigm that exists for their system. The
principles can also inform their funding decisions relating to, at the minimum, tenant supports
and supporting the social housing sector in becoming more tenant wellbeing focused. After all,
the state’s role in social housing remains critical to the provision of social housing and leading
any paradigm shift. As Lawson, et al. (2019) identified:
As a form of spatially fixed, materially realised capital expenditure that supports a range
of social objectives in areas like public health, economic development and addressing
market failure in the housing market, social housing is a form of essential social
infrastructure that warrants public investment. However, political will remains the
critical determinant of the level of that investment (p.1).
The importance of government’s role does not diminish the role of other actors in the
system, namely housing providers, municipal governments, and social housing adjacent social
services. Some of the principles articulated above can direct some changes within the purview of
those organisations, particularly where based on historical practices. Adopting anti-racism
approaches to housing management activities, for instance, is one of those options available for
housing providers to incorporate immediately without having to wait for regulatory or policy
change. So too is confirming what calls to action from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
to adopt, moving towards living in Indigenous Sovereignty. As housing providers continue to
work on Indigenous Lands, meaningful steps towards Reconciliation can be integrated into all
decision-making, including any new housing development. What should be avoided, however, is
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solely a layering of these new rules or elements onto the existing system as it will not correspond
to the paradigmatic shift needed.
Housing providers have additional opportunities to effect change towards social housing
that promotes and enhances tenant wellbeing upon the expiry of operating agreements
subsidising their properties. Although the end of subsidisation creates other challenges, namely
around keeping rents low while also keeping the property viable and maintained, the removal of
requirements around RGI is a chance to implement some of the principles of designing for
wellbeing. Housing providers are also integral actors in the provision of social housing and are
well positioned to lobby for systems to be changed. They are the actors, other than the tenants
themselves, best positioned to see how focusing on tenant wellbeing can benefit their tenants.
Finally, with the increasing inclusion of people with lived experience into policy
consultations and engagements, there are greater opportunities for tenants themselves to share
how the social housing system creates unnecessary barriers for their wellbeing. Involving those
with lived experience in the discussions about the direction of social housing in their
communities is a step that can be taken by all levels of government and housing providers
without delay. It is ensuring that that engagement is done respectfully, informed by humancentered design and engagement principles that will be key to meaningful involvement.
Determining how to live one’s best life is an individual endeavour but needs support and
facilitation from the broader community, and the systems in which people live. It is a
responsibility for each actor involved in the social housing system and beyond.
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Appendix A

Invitation to Participate and Consent Form
Dear [name],
I am writing to you today to ask if you would be willing to participate in my research for
my doctoral research project. I am exploring how best to design a social housing system that
supports and promotes the well-being of tenants. I am comparing the systems in British
Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba and part of my research approach is to
interview those working in the system, from the policy/government perspective or as a housing
provider. I would appreciate your participation in such an interview.
If you would be agreeable to be interviewed for my research project, please review the
attached consent form. Your participation must be fully informed and freely given and the
consent form will provide additional information about the parameters of the research being
conducted through the interviews. If after you have reviewed the consent form, would like to
participate, could you please reply to my email and we can proceed to schedule a time to meet
either in person or by telephone. If you have any questions prior to making a decision about
participating, please feel free to contact me by email or at [phone number].
Thank you,
Esther de Vos
Consent Form
STUDY TITLE
Designing Social Housing: How to Build for Wellbeing
PRINCIPAL RESEARCHER
Esther de Vos
Phone:
Email:
DISSERTATION SUPERVISOR
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Dr. Jared Wesley, Associate Professor, University of Alberta
Phone:
Email:
UNIVERSITY CONTACT
Dr. Siomonn Pulla, Department Head, Doctor of Social Sciences Program
Phone:
Email:
PURPOSE OF RESEARCH
The purpose of this research is to identify how to best design a Canadian social housing system
that supports and promotes tenant well-being, particularly with the goal of increasing the social
and economic inclusion of those tenants.
ETHICS APPROVAL
This research project has been approved by the RRU Research Ethics Board. If you have any
questions regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact the ethics office
at ethicalreview@royalroads.ca; 1-250-391-2600 ext. 4425.
NATURE OF PARTICIPATION
You are being asked to participate in one interview with the estimated duration time of 60
minutes. Following the interview, you will be asked to review the transcription of the interview
and summary of identified themes to ensure accuracy of the transcription and thematic analysis.
STRUTURE OF INTERVIEW
I have prepared a set of interview questions, but our conversation is not limited only to those
questions, allowing us to explore other themes that may arise as a result of the questions asked.
You may decline to participate at any time during the interview or refuse to answer any
questions put to you.
RECORDING OF INTERVIEW
The interview will be recorded using an audio recording device and will then be transcribed.
Your name will not be associated with the transcription in order to preserve your anonymity.
Recordings and their transcriptions will be preserved for 3 years following the completion and
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defense of my dissertation. At that time, the recordings, transcriptions, and any notes made by
the researcher during the interview will be destroyed.
BENEFITS OF THIS RESEARCH
Your involvement will help me identify design elements for a social housing system that
supports and promotes tenant well-being, which is critical to my completion of my doctoral
research, and completion of my degree. The benefit of the research is to help outline what
changes can be made to existing social housing systems in Canada so that they can better
achieve the outcomes of increased social and economic inclusion for vulnerable populations, and
their overall well-being.
FORESEEABLE RISKS
You are being asked to comment about the social housing system in which you work. While it is
not anticipated to cause your personal distress, it may create internal conflict depending on your
role in the housing sector and the position of your employer, or other confidential work that you
may be engaged in, or aware of. While every effort will be made to keep your personal
information confidential, anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the size of the sector and there
is a chance that your comments may be recognized and attributed back to you by readers.
PERCEIVED CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
In addition to my role as a doctoral student, I am also the Director, Policy, Research and
Strategic Initiatives with Capital Region Housing in Edmonton. You may be concerned about
there being a conflict of interest as a result of my place of employment. The information
provided to me during the course of the interview will be used for the purposes of my
dissertation work and only after publication of the dissertation, when it is publicly available,
could it potentially inform policy or operational decisions at Capital Region Housing. Ideas
provided, however, that are also found in the literature about well-being and housing or
discovered through a means other than the interview may be used at an earlier point but will not
be identified as having come through the course of the interview.

PRIVACY OF INFORMATION
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The information may be used, or even quoted directly in the dissertation work, or some other
related publication or presentation. I will be gathering from you information, perspectives and
opinions based on your knowledge and experience of the social housing sector but at no point in
the dissertation will any personally identifiable information be used. However, because the
sector is relatively small in Canada, there is no way to guarantee complete anonymity.
COMMUNICATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
As mentioned earlier, this interview serves as part of the research for my doctoral dissertation.
The findings of this research will be communicated and published in the dissertation.
Dissertations are publicly available after publication. In addition, some or all of the findings may
be published in academic journals or trade publications as well as disseminated through
presentations and other forms of discussions or consultations regarding tenant wellbeing in
social housing.
RIGHT TO WITHDRAW
Your participation is completely voluntary. Even after you have provided consent in this Consent
Form, during the course of the interview, or after the interview, you have the right to withdraw
your participation from this research project. Should withdrawal occur after the interview, all
information provided by you will be destroyed immediately.
CONSENT
I, ______________________________, freely and voluntarily agree to participate in the
aforementioned research project through the interview process with the Principal Researcher. I
also understand that I may withdraw that consent at any time.
I, _____________________________, agree to the audio recording of this interview.
Signature:_________________________________
Date: ____________________
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Interview Guide
Thank you for your time today. I am interested in your thoughts, opinions, and
reflections. Broadly speaking, my research is looking at well-being, including social and
economic inclusion in social housing, and exploring how a social housing system can best be
designed to support and promote tenant well-being.
This interview should take between 45 and 60 minutes and I will be asking questions
relating to my research focus mentioned earlier. You are welcome at any time to withdraw your
participation from my research. If you would like to do so now, please let me know.
I will be asking questions about the social housing system in which you work, and I can
appreciate that this may create challenges given your role in the system, particularly if you are
concerned about providing information that does not accord with the official position of your
employer on some issues or may touch on subjects that may be confidential. Please do not feel
that you need to break any confidentiality resulting from your employment or involvement in a
housing association. If there is an answer you would like to provide that you would like to ensure
is noted as your personal opinion, please feel free to do so.
Before we turn to the interview questions, do you have any questions for me? Okay, let’s
begin. I am starting the recording now.

Wellbeing
1. While there is no one definition of wellbeing, the literature about wellbeing recognizes
that it consists of objective aspects such as health and education as well as subjective
elements such as level of life satisfaction as well as meaning and purpose. When we
speak about wellbeing as it relates to affordable housing, do you think this is the
meaning behind the term?

DESIGNING FOR TENANT WELLBEING

336

2. Do you believe positive tenant wellbeing is an important non-housing outcome for social
housing (and why)?
3. When you think of social housing tenant wellbeing, what aspects of wellbeing comes to
mind first?
System capacity
4. Thinking of the social housing system in which you work, do you believe there is
sufficient resourcing to focus on tenant wellbeing?
a. What type of resourcing is required?
b. Does that require new resources or can existing resources be used?
5. Thinking of the social housing system in which you work, do you believe there is
sufficient knowledge about how to promote and support tenant wellbeing?
a. What form of knowledge is required?
b. Does that require a certain type of professional training? For front line staff? For
management? For property managers?
6. In your province, are tenant supports provided?
a. What type of supports?
b. If yes, what are the outcomes expected for the provision of tenant supports? Do
you think those will be realized through tenant supports alone or would other
considerations need to be made (changes to system, better integration with other
systems, etc.)?
7. Is it important that there is an overall prioritization on tenant wellbeing? In the National
Housing Strategy? In your provincial housing strategy?
a. Is prioritizing tenant wellbeing something that housing providers can do without
the support from government? How?
System structure
8. Thinking of the social housing system in which you work, what effect does the eligibility
requirements have on tenant wellbeing? What about continued eligibility requirements?
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9. How do you think the housing model in place is a consideration for wellbeing?
a. Is there be a difference in tenant wellbeing between a traditional RGI building
complex and that of a mixed-income building?
b. What about the use of rent supplements in private market rentals as opposed to
direct housing provision?
10. Do you think the approach to asset management impacts tenant wellbeing? If so, how?
11. Do those systems and the social housing system complement each other sufficiently to
allow for that contribution to be achievable for social housing tenants?
12. And thinking of those same systems, are there elements of those systems that are
detrimental to positive wellbeing?
13. Are there instances where the systems operate in conflict and serve to be more
detrimental than positive for tenant well-being?
Responsibility for wellbeing
14. Is tenant wellbeing something housing providers should measure directly?
15. Whose responsibility is it to ensure positive tenant wellbeing is being achieved?
16. Any other thoughts on how tenant wellbeing can be integrated as a key objective in the
social housing framework?

